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ABSTRACT 
 
This thesis by creative work is an interdisciplinary endeavour situated in the territory 
between psychology, literary criticism and creative writing. It is concerned with 
relationships among human beings, the nonhuman natural world and language. The 
thesis consists of a novel, ‘The Child Pose’, and an exegesis, Imagining the Rock 
Pool: Subjectivity in ‘The Child Pose’, that sets out to explicate two matters: how the 
nonhuman natural world is represented in the novel, and why such representation has 
been attempted.  
The thesis addresses a central research question: ‘How can a novel embody a 
narrative of recovery from psychological trauma in which recovery is primarily a 
function of the character’s subjective interaction with nature?’ To answer this 
question, three sub-questions are posed: ‘How can ecocritical literary perspectives on 
subjectivity be combined with perspectives from clinical psychology to assist in the 
construction of a narrative of trauma?’; ‘How can nature be positioned as the catalyst 
for therapeutic change, replacing a human therapist, in a narrative of recovery from 
trauma?’; and  ‘What specific techniques of fiction writing, in the context of 
contemporary ecocriticism and ecowriting, help to create and illuminate a narrative 
of recovery from trauma?’ The exegesis contextualises ‘The Child Pose’ among 
other Australian novels which also deal with human subjectivity in relation to the 
nonhuman natural world.  
This thesis argues that the answer to the central research question lies in the 
notion of subjectivity, and what subjective interaction with nature can mean. The 
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novel works from Lacan’s premise that the subject is fundamentally alienated. Two 
processes interact to constitute the subject in infancy: firstly the recognition of one’s 
own body as separate from everything around it, and secondly the recognition of 
consciousness as something separate from the body (Lacan & Fink, 2006). The 
experience of alienation is endlessly reinforced, and the subject reinscribed, through 
the experience of desire that cannot be fulfilled because whatever is gained is always 
inadequate in light of all that has been lost. 
The novel builds on the idea that the ‘I’, constituted through the initial trauma of 
catastrophic loss of the other, remains vulnerable to retraumatisation. If subsequent 
trauma is understood in terms of an event that replicates or threatens to replicate the 
initial experience of catastrophic loss, it follows that meaningful recovery from 
trauma must involve a reconstitution of the subject such that it incorporates more – is 
more stable and less vulnerable. This enlargement of the subject must not, however, 
take place at the expense of diminution, damage, consumption, destruction or 
absorption of Other, which would only perpetuate pathological relations between 
subject and Other. The thesis argues that achieving such reconstitution is possible 
through reconciliation and reconnection with the nonhuman natural world: the 
development of what Jordan (2012) has called the ‘ecological self’.   
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IMAGINING THE ROCK POOL: 
SUBJECTIVITY IN ‘THE CHILD POSE’ 
 
INTRODUCTION: AN INTERDISCIPLINARY 
ENDEAVOUR 
 
This thesis by creative work is an interdisciplinary endeavour situated in the territory 
between psychology, literary criticism and creative writing, and concerned with 
relationships among human beings, the nonhuman natural world, and language. The 
thesis consists of a novel, ‘The Child Pose’, and an exegesis, Imagining the Rock 
Pool: Subjectivity in ‘The Child Pose’, that sets out to explicate two matters: how the 
nonhuman natural world is represented in the novel, and why such representation has 
been attempted. The first issue belongs squarely in the field of ecocriticism; the 
second is more complex and interdisciplinary.  
Methodology and marking 
The project has been conducted as practice-led research. The primary methodology 
has been the crafting of a novel through reflective practice, which has included 
reflective journaling and the employment of (voluntary) test readers to provide 
feedback on drafts, in addition to the input of the supervisory team. A review of 
literature in the areas of psychoanalytic criticism, ecocriticism, clinical psychology 
and ecopsychology has been driven by the demands of the creative work as it 
developed. Four case studies of Australian novels which portray subjective 
transformation in relation to the natural environment have been analysed and used to 
contextualise the creative work within the field of contemporary Australian literature. 
To date, one paper has been published in a peer-reviewed conference proceedings, 
and two additional papers are in preparation.   
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The thesis is intended to be evaluated with 60% allocated to the creative 
work, and 40% to the exegesis. 
Novel synopsis 
‘The Child Pose’ is a work of contemporary adult fiction. Forty year old psychiatrist 
Susan Wilcox, state Director of Mental Health, has jurisdiction over patients under 
the Mental Health Act. Nell Ogden, a woman in her sixties, has spent thirty years in a 
psychiatric hospital after killing her newborn baby, in what her treating team now 
believes was an episode of postpartum psychosis. Susan, who supports 
deinstitutionalisation, approves a program of leave for Nell with the eventual aim of 
discharging her to live in the community. Tragedy strikes, however, when Nell 
murders a second child: her four year old great-niece Tyla. 
With the media in a frenzy and a rival psychiatrist, Michael Girard, eyeing off 
her job, Susan retreats to the beachside town of Stillwater to wrestle with her grief 
and guilt. The place lives in her memory as a haven of peace – sunny holidays 
punctuating an otherwise lonely and terrifying childhood. In particular, she spent 
hours snorkelling in a rock pool on the local island, and when a present-day 
counsellor asks if there is ‘some special place, totally away from all this’, the urge to 
return to the rock pool is overwhelming. Susan has not been back to Stillwater since 
she was nine, when her mother committed suicide. 
As her husband Brendan is working, Susan is forced to take their four year 
old daughter Caitlin with her, which immediately problematizes her search for peace 
and healing. Susan finds her symptoms of Posttraumatic Stress Disorder bewildering 
given she did not actually witness Tyla’s murder, and she becomes increasingly 
anxious about her ability to keep Caitlin safe while struggling to recover her own 
mental health.  
Despite Susan’s best efforts to remain aloof, she is drawn into the community 
of Stillwater through Maddy, who has foster-children of a similar age to Caitlin. 
Maddy also cares for her alcoholic sister Dyan, who has lost her husband to suicide, 
and Dyan’s troubled teenage daughter Storm, who has spent the past year in a 
psychiatric hospital battling depression and self-harm. Both Maddy and Storm 
attempt to help Susan, further complicating her emotional situation. 
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Maddy tries to enlist Susan in her naïvely passionate battle against developer 
Terry Mathieson. Mathieson is equally determined to persuade Susan to buy into his 
planned marina development, which will destroy the rock pool. Against her better 
judgement, Susan allows herself to be drawn into the conflict – and inadvertently 
attracts the media spotlight again. 
Susan is summoned back to the city to confront an internal Department of 
Health investigation, her rival Girard, and her husband Brendan who insists she cut 
short her ‘holiday’ in order to hold onto her job. The point becomes moot, however, 
when she is suspended and the internal investigation gives way to a Royal 
Commission into Tyla’s murder. 
Eventually cleared by the Royal Commission, Susan returns to work, but 
instead of resolving, her symptoms of anxiety and depression worsen. A 
confrontation with Nell Ogden results in the full return of the repressed memory 
partially triggered by Tyla’s death: Susan remembers her mentally ill mother 
attempting to smother her with a pillow at age nine. Overwhelmed by reawakened 
feelings of fear, rejection, anger, shame, grief and guilt over her mother’s subsequent 
suicide, Susan drives blindly towards the coast, seeking the psychological solace of 
the rock pool, oblivious to a tropical cyclone bearing down on Stillwater. Wading 
into the sea she loses consciousness, to wake at dawn in the safety of the rock pool, 
and a new sense of self. 
The novel explores issues of personal and social responsibility, including the 
responsibility of humans to maintain the wellbeing of the non-human natural world, 
and the role of the natural world in supporting human mental health and wellbeing. 
Exegetical outline 
This Introduction will first situate the thesis within the literary ecocritical tradition, 
briefly summarizing a useful history of ecocriticism provided by Lawrence Buell 
(2011). Next, the Introduction will locate the thesis in relation to ecopsychology, the 
other major discipline that has contributed theoretical underpinnings to the research, 
emphasising Lacanian psychoanalytic theory (particularly Lacan’s understanding of 
the subject) as providing common ground between ecopsychology and ecocriticism. 
In the final section of the Introduction, the central research question and sub-
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questions will be introduced. Chapters One, Two and Three of the Exegesis will 
demonstrate how the creative work addresses the central research question and sub-
questions. Chapter Four will contextualise the creative work among other Australian 
novels which help to illuminate the central research question and key concepts. 
Finally, the Conclusion will identify insights emerging from the project, and suggest 
future directions for research.  
The work within ecocriticism 
Buell (2011) divides the history of ecocriticism into two waves. First-wave 
ecocriticism, beginning around 1990, focussed on British romanticism and American 
nature writing, and embraced ‘the project of reorienting literary-critical thinking 
toward more serious engagement with nonhuman nature’ in two specific ways (2011, 
p. 89). Firstly, following Martin Heidegger, ecocritics embraced the notion that 
‘human being and human consciousness are … grounded in intimate interdependence 
with the nonhuman living world’ (p. 90). Secondly, ecocritics sought to make literary 
criticism and theory more scientifically-informed, ‘especially by ecology, 
environmental biology, and geology’ (p. 90).  
According to Buell’s analysis, first-wave ecocriticism was limited in practice 
(though not in theory) to the Anglophone literatures of Britain and the United States. 
It embraced the genres of Romantic poetry and nature writing, and ‘typically 
privileged rural and wild spaces over urban ones’ (p. 93). Bioregionalism – the belief 
that a person’s first duty as a citizen is to the bioregion, and that ‘(e)cological literacy 
is… a crucial aspect of bioregional citizenship’ (p. 91) – was a hallmark of first-wave 
ecocriticism. Buell acknowledges a continuing role for bioregionalism in 
contemporary ecocriticism: ‘despite tending to attach special value to ecosystemic 
contexts and to small-sized, place-based organic communities, bioregionalism 
generally acknowledges at least in principle the significance of metropolitan 
networks as part of regional history and culture’ (p. 90).  
Practitioners of the second wave of ecocriticism tend to refer to themselves as 
environmental critics rather than ecocritics. Buell (2011) describes second-wave 
ecocriticism as partly a reaction against ‘ecocriticism’s naively pre-theoretical 
valorisation of experiential contact with the natural world and its trust in the power 
of artefacts either to render the natural world or to motivate return to it’ (p. 94). 
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Second-wave ecocriticism is much more concerned with the global than the local, 
with the urban environments inhabited by an increasing percentage of the world’s 
population than with the ‘natural’ world as represented by the signifiers of rural and 
wilderness, and with questions of ethics and justice that focus on humans rather than 
the nonhuman: 
First-wave studies resonated with its preservationist edge as traditionally 
understood both by historians and by activists: environmentalism equals 
nature protection in thinly populated remote areas. Second-wave 
ecocriticism, by contrast, affiliated itself more closely with… public health 
environmentalism, whose geographic gaze was directed more at landscapes 
of urban and/or industrial transformation rather than at country or 
wilderness, and whose environmental ethics and politics were sociocentric 
rather than ecocentric (Buell, 2011, p. 94).  
Unlike such second-wave ecocritics as Dana Phillips (2003), Buell does not 
dismiss as ‘naïve’ all first-wave ecocriticism’s attempts at ecomimesis: ‘that is, the 
project of representing nature’s complications and internal contradictions’ (Buell, 
2011, p. 95). And Buell characterises Timothy Morton’s (2010) concept of ‘the 
mesh’ that unites all things human and nonhuman, thereby abolishing the need for 
the term ‘nature’, as an ‘out-with-the-bathwater’ approach (p. 96). However, Buell 
clearly sees a ‘shift of priorities toward a fusion of cultural constructionism and 
social justice concerns’ (p. 96) as the future of environmental criticism:  
The prioritization of issues of environmental justice — the maldistribution 
of environmental benefits and hazards between white and nonwhite, rich 
and poor — is second-wave ecocriticism’s most distinctive activist edge, 
just as preservationist ecocentrism was for the first wave (p. 96). 
Buell summarises the current state of ecocriticism, in the wash-up of its two 
waves, thus: 
All this is not to say that ecocritical interest in the idea of some sort of 
inherent affective if not also spiritual bond between individual humans and 
the nonhuman world has lost its hold — indeed quite the contrary...  But 
the meaning of existential contact with environment today now tends to be 
more self-consciously framed as socially mediated, and the value set upon 
subjective individual experience of environment tends to be framed 
accordingly as a product of historical circumstance and acculturation (p. 
90). 
‘The Child Pose’ as a piece of ecological writing is informed by both waves 
of ecocriticism. It is certainly an attempt at ‘ecomimesis’, and is very much 
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concerned with the issues that motivated the first wave: the representation in 
language of human interactions with the natural world, focussed on the specifics of 
individual species in localised habitats, interacting with human individuals and 
communities. At its heart is the idea of interdependence, and of the possibility of a 
‘bond’ between human and nonhuman in a specific place.  
However, the novel is also – in Buell’s terms – ‘self-consciously framed as 
socially mediated’ (p. 90). Susan, the protagonist, is aware of the paradox that while 
proximity to the natural, non-urban world is the quotidian experience of many of the 
world’s poorest people, it is also increasingly a privilege – indeed, a luxury – 
reserved for the wealthiest. While environmental justice is not a major theme in the 
book, there is conscious representation of the competing interests in and claims on 
the environment around Stillwater from a number of parties, Indigenous and non-
Indigenous, rich and poor, and an understanding that what constitutes a ‘bond’ 
between human and nonhuman is very much a product of social and cultural 
consciousness for each of these agents. These issues of representation will be 
discussed in greater depth in Chapter Three.  
The work within ecopsychology 
Ecopsychology has begun to constitute itself as a discipline even more recently than 
ecocriticism, and is marked by all the swirling currents and cross-overs with other 
bodies of theory that disciplinary nascence typically entails. Cross-pollination of 
psychology and literature has a well-established pedigree: Freud practised 
psychoanalysis on characters in fictional texts, and constructed narratives to describe 
his own patients and methods; Lacanian psychoanalysis has influenced literary 
criticism in a far more profound and ongoing way than it ever did psychology; and 
recent developments in narrative therapy and life-writing as therapy have again 
highlighted the space where psychology and literature meet.  
Currently, ecopsychology has three overlapping but identifiable streams, at 
least two of which connect with ecocriticism. Of least immediate relevance is 
‘ecotherapy’. As a term, ecotherapy is gaining currency, but as a body of thought and 
practice it is too disparate to contribute meaningfully to the work at hand. The 
ecotherapy label is attached to everything from conventional psychotherapy practised 
outdoors, to approaches that aim to establish scientific validation (such as adventure 
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and wilderness challenge therapies), to activities much less concerned with standards 
and outcomes of practice, such as shamanic healing and variously-defined ‘green 
therapies’.  
A second stream of ecopsychology, which pursues questions of how the 
natural environment supports the well-being of humans and vice versa, is referred to 
here as ‘ecological psychology’. This form of ecopsychology employs the methods 
of theory-development, research and practice that have been established in the older 
fields of clinical and social psychology. Ecological psychology can be seen as 
dealing with some of the same questions as ecocriticism, but approaching these 
questions with the tools of psychology (psychological theory, quantitative and 
qualitative measures and surveys of human behaviour, data analysis and reportage) 
rather than the tools of literary criticism (literary theory and textual analysis). The 
journal Ecopsychology presents findings from this research community, usually in 
the form of scientific papers testing hypotheses that particular kinds of interaction 
with nature have particular benefits for health and wellbeing.  
 A third kind of ecopsychology, referred to here as ‘ecodynamics’ to 
emphasise its roots in psychodynamic theory, is much more discursive and 
theoretical, and engages explicitly and in a sustained way with ecocriticism. This 
third strand is epitomised by Mary-Jayne Rust and Nick Totton’s 2012 reader, Vital 
Signs: Psychological Responses to Ecological Crisis. With chapter titles like ‘Did 
Lacan go camping? Psychotherapy in search of an ecological self’ and ‘Ecological 
intimacy’, ecodynamics clearly draws on the theoretical territory of Lacanian 
psychoanalysis, in particular Lacan’s conceptualisation of the subject. Writers like 
Martin Jordan (2012) are particularly concerned with articulating what is inherently 
unstable or pathological about Lacanian subjectivity, and how the subject might be 
reconstituted as an ‘ecological subject’ through encountering the nonhuman natural 
world.  
 Ecodynamics is the stream of ecopsychology with which the current work 
interfaces most comfortably, and potentially most productively. The concept of ‘the 
subject’ provides common ground between ecodynamics and ecocriticism, and is the 
central focus of this work of practice-led research. 
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Literature in the time of ecological crisis 
My background and training are in clinical psychology, and the driving interest of 
my career to date has been the psychological health and well-being of individuals. As 
a practitioner, I focus on what Jordan (2012) has described as: 
the subject at the heart of an ecotherapeutic project: the ecological-
psychological subject which ecopsychology aims to foreground in an 
attempt at reconnection to the natural world as a reciprocal process (p. 
133).  
Ecopsychologists in general believe psychological health is profoundly affected by 
family, community, society, and environment. We are particularly interested in this 
last issue – the relationship between psychological health and environment – because 
humans as a species are altering our environment so rapidly and radically. In public 
discourse and media representations, the gamut of ‘environmental issues’ is generally 
rolled up in contention over climate change. However, habitat loss, species death, 
reduced biodiversity, the unbalancing and destruction of ecosystems, are affected 
much more directly by specific human activities (such as land-clearing, mining, 
building, agriculture and transport) than by global changes in air and water 
temperatures. Earth is currently experiencing the most significant period of species 
loss since the K-T (Cretaceous-Tertiary) event that destroyed the dinosaurs (Garrard, 
2012), and palaeontological evidence suggests that Earth’s sixth mass extinction 
(defined as an event in which Earth loses more than three-quarters of its species in a 
geologically short interval) is underway (Barnosky et al., 2011). For the most part, 
extinctions are currently occurring not due to climate change, but the more direct and 
immediate impacts of human activity (Barnosky et al., 2011). Yet these issues are 
rarely mentioned in the media, and are widely perceived as issues on which the 
general public is powerless to act (Dodds, 2012).  
Hollywood-style apocalyptic narratives (e.g. Wall-E, Waterworld, Avatar,) 
have made a cliché of the idea that if we destroy our planet, we destroy ourselves
1
. 
My project outlines a more nuanced premise: that our brains evolved on a biodiverse 
planet (our ‘environment of evolutionary adaptedness’: Foley, 1995), and that if we 
destroy the ecologies around us, our mental health will be adversely affected. To 
                                                 
1
 This observation is not intended to disparage apocalyptic narratives, such as Lars Von Trier’s film 
Melancholia, which thoughtfully address the relationship between environment and mental health. 
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bring this idea within a manageable scope, I set out to tell the story of a protagonist 
experiencing psychological trauma who finds healing through her interaction with 
the natural world. I wanted to emphasise a different kind of resource provided to 
humans by the nonhuman world: one less tangible than fuel or building materials; 
one as vital to our well-being as water, and even more challenging to conserve and 
manage sustainably. The difficulty of naming or defining the psychological resource 
we tap into through non-destructive interaction with nature is perhaps the greatest 
barrier to having this resource valued, discussed, and ultimately preserved, in a 
society and economy focussed on commodities. The idea of this intangible, unnamed 
resource underpins much theoretical work in areas such as ecopsychology, 
transpersonal psychology, ecocriticism and ecologically-focussed art (including 
creative writing), yet we seem to come no closer to defining what it is and how it 
works. I contend in the current work that this resource is the means to reconstitute 
ourselves as larger, more connected, more resilient subjects, through transformative 
re-encountering of nature as other – not for nature’s sake, but for our own. Following 
Jordan, I refer to this natural resource as the capacity to help us develop ‘ecological 
subjectivity’.  
Fiction as shared imagining 
Why explore ecological subjectivity through the research methodology of long-form 
fiction writing? In their introduction to the Special Topic Section on Ecopsychology, 
in the International Journal of Transpersonal Studies, Mark Schroll and Glenn 
Hartelius argue that:  
The motivation that ignites most environmental activists are [sic] simply 
reactionary and symptom focused. Trying to heal each one of these 
separate symptoms is a never-ending task because the system keeps 
breaking down amidst our efforts to heal it… I believe that the real starting 
point towards healing the social and environmental crises begins with self-
confrontation and self-examination. We need to examine the worldview 
influencing our attitudes and our behaviour (Schroll, 2007, pp. 30-31, 
quoted in Schroll & Hartelius, 2011, p. 83)  
The authors advocate a ‘transformation of consciousness’ that begins with ‘a positive 
vision of the future and ourselves as inhabitants of (the world in) this future’ (p. 84). 
In other words, if we can imagine ourselves in mutually-beneficial relationships with 
the nonhuman world, perhaps we can achieve them. Novels help people imagine. 
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 The vital, enormous, complex, abstract, daunting question of how we humans 
might coexist ecologically with the nonhuman natural world, to our benefit, without 
destroying or consuming it, becomes less daunting if we can ‘see’ a relationship like 
this in one possible manifestation. Martin Harrison helps to elucidate this process 
when he says, ‘My sense of how to write a place… is one closely connected to the 
embodiment of experience in time’ (Harrison, 2006, p. 242). Through language, a 
novel can embody a character’s lived experience, and enable us to share it in a way 
we cannot share abstractions. Writing a novel is a way to create a world: one that 
bears enough resemblance to the world in which we live for us to relate to and find 
relevant the events that occur there; yet sufficiently removed from our day-to-day 
existence to allow reflective distance, to let us see everyday questions in a new light. 
The protagonist is a character, not a person; her setting is constructed of words, not 
rock and water; yet I hope the relationship between this character and her 
environment will move and motivate readers to consider their own relationship with 
the nonhuman natural world, in ways that factual information and everyday discourse 
do not.  
Buell et al. (2011) distil the endeavours of ecocriticism (and ecological 
writing) by claiming a role for the arts in promoting understanding of environmental 
issues, and motivating environmental action: 
Ecocriticism begins from the conviction that the arts of imagination and 
the study thereof – by virtue of their grasp of the power of word, story, and 
image to reinforce, enliven, and direct environmental concern – can 
contribute significantly to the understanding of environmental problems: 
the multiple forms of ecodegradation that afflict planet Earth today. In this, 
ecocriticism concurs with other branches of the environmental humanities 
– ethics, history, religious studies, anthropology, humanistic geography – 
in holding that environmental phenomena must be comprehended, and that 
today's burgeoning array of environmental concerns must be addressed 
qualitatively as well as quantitatively. At least as fundamental to their 
remediation as scientific breakthroughs and strengthened regimes of policy 
implementation is the impetus of creative imagination, vision, will, and 
belief. Even though, as the poet W.H. Auden famously wrote, ‘poetry 
makes nothing happen’ in and of itself, the outside-the-box thought 
experiments of literature and other media can offer unique resources for 
activating concern and creative thinking about the planet's environmental 
future. By themselves, creative depictions of environmental harm are 
unlikely to free societies from lifestyles that depend on radically 
transforming ecosystems. But reflecting on works of imagination may 
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prompt intensified concern about the consequences of such choices and 
possible alternatives to them (Buell et al., 2011, p. 418). 
As these authors note, ‘ecocriticism has sought to investigate how particular 
templates of storytelling and image-making shape humans’ real-life interactions with 
the natural world in ways that are historically and culturally distinctive’ (2011, p. 
419). A novel, as a tool of research inquiry, does not seek merely to illustrate or 
animate theory, using characters as mouthpieces or puppets. Rather, it seeks to 
interrogate and extend theory by testing and exploring its implications. The novel is 
probably best conceived, not as an experiment taking place in a fictive laboratory 
with environmental conditions controlled by the researcher, but as a species of 
fieldwork, taking place within the broader context of literature. 
A narrative of therapy  
As will be discussed in Chapter Three, parallels can be drawn between narrative in a 
novel and the narrative of a real-world psychotherapeutic process. Both Sigmund 
Freud (in psychology) and Peter Brooks (in literary criticism) interweave three 
narratives throughout their work, often using one as a metaphor for another: the 
narrative of a story (fiction), the narrative of psychotherapy, and the narrative of life. 
The obvious points of intersection between these three kinds of story are a central 
character (the protagonist, the client, the person), the conventional narrative structure 
of beginning, middle and end; and the occurrence of complications, turning points, 
climax, and resolution.  
Brooks summarizes Freud’s understanding of these three narratives thus: 
‘Mens sana in fabula sana: mental health is a coherent life story, neurosis is a faulty 
narrative’ (Brooks, 1992, p. 49). Narratives can be ‘faulty’ in many ways. Events 
from life may go unstoried because they cannot be processed in words, or even 
because they are not accessible to memory: this is a recognised problem with 
traumatic material (Brooks, 1994; Dass-Brailsford, 2007). The resulting gap or 
blockage in a person’s self-story can cause various forms of repetitious, unproductive 
or maladaptive behaviour, as the person cannot construct a coherent narrative of her 
life so far which would carry her forward into new activities, experiences and 
achievements. A narrative may be ‘faulty’ because of the way the person interprets 
life events – for example, the victim of domestic violence who interprets the violent 
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attacks as fundamentally earned or deserved. As will be discussed in Chapter Three, 
one role of the therapist in modern forms of ‘talk therapy’ is to assist the client to 
construct a coherent life story from current and remembered experiences. 
This research takes the idea of a therapeutic process, and replaces the human 
therapist with that which – in a novel – would more usually be considered ‘setting’. 
In other words, in this novel, setting functions as another character, facilitating the 
protagonist’s ability to comprehend and correct key aspects of her ‘faulty’ life 
narrative, and thus recover from trauma. This specific type of mutually-beneficial 
relationship between human and nonhuman has not, to my knowledge, been 
intentionally represented in a novel before
2
.  
Research questions 
As an investigator, I begin from the position of a psychologist concerned with the 
mental health of individual human beings. I have therefore formulated my central 
research question in terms of clinical psychology: arguably the best-defined and most 
established discipline (in terms of theory, research and practice) in a field that 
includes environmental psychology, social psychology, ecopsychology, ecotherapy, 
and transpersonal psychology. In setting out to illuminate a psycho-environmental 
issue through creative writing, however, I work where three oceans meet: 
psychology, ecology, and literature. These waters are churned by many currents, 
including psychoanalytic literary theory, ecopoetics and ecocriticism. To chart a 
course through, I have focussed on a concept common to all the disciplines 
contributing to this enquiry: that of subjectivity.  
The theory of subjectivity that has had the most pervasive and enduring 
influence on both literary criticism and psychology is that of psychoanalyst Jacques 
Lacan. Lacan is a contentious theorist: he has been on the one hand dismissed as a 
‘conscious charlatan’ (Chomsky, 1989, p. 32) whose theory is ‘fatally flawed’ 
(Evans, 2005, p. 38), and on the other hailed as ‘a kind of prophet who should be 
interpreted in a rhapsodic, semi-possessed manner’ (Chiesa, 2007, pp. 3-4). 
                                                 
2
 Of course, novels such as The Shipping News and The Horse Whisperer represent damaged 
protagonists who grow and heal, with place playing an important role in their transformation. 
However, such novels usually emphasise interactions with human characters such as lovers, families, 
and communities in the place (or quasi-human characters like Pilgrim in The Horse Whisperer) rather 
than going so far as to attribute subjectivity, agency and intentionality to the nonhuman environment 
itself. 
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However, avoiding both extremes, theorists have usefully applied Lacanian 
subjectivity within psychology and literature. I am following their lead by invoking 
Lacan in my current interdisciplinary endeavour. 
My central research question is as follows: 
 How can a novel embody a narrative of recovery from psychological trauma, 
in which recovery is primarily a function of the character’s subjective 
interaction with nature? 
To address this question, it is necessary to situate the idea of psychological trauma 
within both the discipline of clinical psychology and the endeavour of narrative. 
Notions of subjectivity offer shared ground between psychology and ecocriticism. 
My first sub-question, and the focus of Chapter One, is: 
 How can ecocritical literary perspectives on subjectivity be combined with 
perspectives from clinical psychology, to assist in the construction of a 
narrative of trauma? 
Next, it is important to formulate understandings of recovery, healing, or 
‘therapeutic change’. Vague, loose, unsubstantiated generalisations about ‘the 
healing power of nature’ are largely responsible for the suspicion and scepticism (if 
not outright derision) with which rigorous thinkers tend to view emerging disciplines 
such as ecotherapy and transpersonal psychology. From a theoretical perspective, it 
is useful again here to turn to established theories of subjectivity for insight into how 
nature might ‘heal’.  
From a practice perspective, I have attempted to manage scope by focussing 
on the individual protagonist and her therapeutic process. In a typical narrative of 
recovery from psychological trauma, it might be expected that a psychiatrist, 
psychologist, counsellor, nurse, or other mental health professional would play a role 
(positive or negative; c.f. One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest). In this creative work, I 
propose that nature might replace the human therapist to facilitate therapeutic 
change, by radically addressing the client’s subject position. The second sub-
question, and the focus of Chapter Two, is: 
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 How can nature be positioned as the catalyst for therapeutic change, 
replacing a human therapist, in a narrative of recovery from trauma?  
Since this is an investigation conducted through the art of creative writing, 
the final sub-question focuses on how the specific tools of fiction writing help 
elucidate a research question being pursued in interdisciplinary space. Here Peter 
Brooks’s work on psychoanalytic storytelling provides a useful lens. Brooks’s theory 
is based directly on Freudian psychoanalysis rather than on Lacan’s reinterpretation 
of Freud. However, the congruence among Brooks, Lacan and Freud on concepts 
central to this thesis (particularly subjectivity and desire) renders Brooks’s narrative 
theory applicable to the current research endeavour.   
Chapter Three explores the symbolic functions of language in the service of 
narrative, particularly how the rhetorical effects of tense and point of view can serve 
what Brooks calls the ‘dynamics’ of plot. The chapter also investigates how certain 
recurring literary symbols that have already attracted ecocritical analysis can be used 
in constructing a new narrative about the role of the natural world in human mental 
health. Chapter Four returns to Brooks’s argument that the endings of stories charge 
the whole narrative with significance (Brooks 1992), revisiting Lacan’s notions of 
jouissance and the death drive in relation to the ending of ‘The Child Pose’. The 
novel is contextualised in terms of four other Australian novels that employ similar 
techniques to portray transformations of subjectivity: David Malouf’s An Imaginary 
Life (1980), Patrick White’s Voss (1957), Danielle Wood’s The Alphabet of Light 
and Dark (2003), and Gail Jones’s Five Bells (2011). The third research sub-
question, addressed by Chapters Three and Four, is: 
 What specific techniques of fiction writing, in the context of contemporary 
ecocriticism and ecowriting, help to create and illuminate a narrative of 
recovery from trauma? 
In the Conclusion, I summarize findings in relation to the research question 
and sub-questions, and contextualise the individual narrative of recovery within 
wider ecopsychological questions of how we as humans relate to the nonhuman 
natural world. Finally, I comment on the potential role of fiction in encouraging 
shared imagining of mutually beneficial relationships between humans and nature. 
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Before proceeding to Chapter One, there are two points to clarify regarding 
choices made in the conduct of this research. The first concerns the choice not to 
follow what might seem a logical path, given the novel’s content, from 
psychoanalytic theory to ecofeminism. The second concerns the use of the term 
‘nature’. 
Ecofeminism 
A number of feminist theorists, notably Julia Kristeva, have grounded their work in 
psychoanalysis and in dialogue with Lacanian subjectivity (Kristeva, 2000). 
Ecofeminism is now emerging as a discipline that embraces nonhuman subjectivity 
and draws parallels between the importance of liberation and empowerment for 
women and for nature (e.g. Mies & Shiva, 1993). While this body of work is 
increasingly sophisticated and compelling, the current thesis does not engage 
specifically with what Buell (2011) calls ‘the ecofeminist antidominant ethics-of-care 
paradigm’ (p. 197) for a number of political, theoretical, and aesthetic reasons. 
Firstly, the mapping of gendered concepts drawn from human cultural traditions onto 
a complex nonhuman biosphere seems to me inherently problematic, unacceptably 
anthropomorphic, and uncomfortably colonial. Secondly, equating the natural world 
with the feminine invites patriarchal power to dismiss ecological issues, in a 
continuation of established exploitative relations. If nature is jealously held to be 
‘women’s business’, why should men concern themselves with it? Thirdly, although 
the protagonist of ‘The Child Pose’ is a woman, this research sets out to test ideas 
about the role of the nonhuman natural world in mental health, specifically in 
recovery from trauma. It is not my intention to suggest that the natural world is 
beneficial only to women’s mental health. For all these reasons, although ‘The Child 
Pose’ may lend itself to ecofeminist readings, the exegesis draws on other theoretical 
sources within the fields of psychoanalytic criticism and ecocriticism.  
Nature is not a dirty word 
Contemporary ecological writers routinely caution against simplistic definitions of 
‘natural’ landscapes that ignore the history of human settlement and transformation 
(e.g. Bate, 2000; Bird, 1996), and mythic concepts such as ‘pristine wilderness’ (e.g. 
Cronon, 1995). Some writers argue that no distinction is possible between ‘natural’ 
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and ‘artificial’ environments, since ‘nature’ is present in every environment in the 
form of physical forces, if not living nonhuman species (Marris, 2011). Other writers 
reject the term ‘nature’ altogether (Morton, 2007):  
 (T)hinking, including ecological thinking, has set up ‘Nature’ as a 
reified thing in the distance, under the sidewalk, on the other side where 
the grass is always greener, preferably in the mountains, in the wild (p. 
3). 
For Morton, such a notion is anathema to what he calls ‘the ecological thought’: the 
understanding that all things are interconnected. Morton uses the term the mesh for 
what he sees as the fundamental interconnectedness of all things: 
a vast, sprawling mesh of interconnection without a definite centre or 
edge. It is radical intimacy, coexistence with other beings, sentient or 
otherwise (p. 8).  
Morton argues that the notion of Nature, of separation between humans and ‘the 
natural world’, works against the ecological thought and ultimately against ecology: 
Modern thinkers had taken it for granted that the ghost of Nature, 
rattling its chains, would remind them of a time without industry, a time 
without ‘technology’, as if we had never used flint or wheat. But in 
looking at the ghost of Nature, modern humans were looking in a 
mirror. In Nature, they saw the reflected, inverted image of their own 
age… Nature was always ‘over yonder’, alien and alienated. Just like a 
reflection, we can never actually reach it and touch it and belong to it. 
Nature was an ideal image, a self-contained form suspended afar, 
shimmering and naked behind glass like an expensive painting. In the 
idea of pristine wilderness, we can make out the mirror image of private 
property: Keep Off the Grass, Do Not Touch, Not for Sale. Nature was a 
special kind of private property, without an owner, exhibited in a 
specially constructed art gallery. The gallery was Nature itself, revealed 
through visual technology in the eighteenth century as ‘picturesque’ – 
looking like a picture. The ‘new and improved’ version is art without an 
object, just an aura: a glow of value. Nature isn’t what it claims to be 
(pp. 6-7).   
Like Morton, Emma Marris (2011) opposes the idea of Nature as something 
‘over there’, associated with ‘wilderness’ and beyond the quotidian experience of 
most people. Her book Rambunctious Garden: Saving Nature in a Post-Wild World 
argues that it is too late to save ‘wilderness’ areas except by programs of extensive, 
intensive and expensive management that paradoxically render the ‘saved’ areas 
profoundly artificial. Her suggested approach to ecology is for humans to embrace 
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whatever is in a particular place – created by humans or not, endemic species or 
introduced–and adopt the role of ‘gardeners’ of a vast, diverse and vital garden.  
Despite Morton’s enthusiastic postmodernism and Marris’ shoulder-
shrugging, I believe there is still value in lay understandings of nature such as the 
Oxford English Dictionary’s definition: 
the phenomena of the physical world collectively, including plants, animals, 
the landscape, and other features and products of the earth, as opposed to 
humans or human creations (OED, 2013).  
Throughout this work, I will refer to ‘nature’ or ‘the natural world’ in the lay sense of 
the nonhuman environment. More specifically, I define ‘nature’ as those organisms 
that have evolved to inhabit the Earth contemporaneously with humans, and the 
habitats that support them. My argument that natural places are vital to supporting 
our mental health valorises the unique, specific ecologies of places; the balances that 
maintain them; and the natural forces and processes that change them, independent of 
human impacts. I am aware that Phillips (2003) would categorize such a view as 
naïve, arguing that it denies the history of human-environment interaction, and that 
Morton (2007) would consider it dangerously close to idealisation. However, I have 
attempted in ‘The Child Pose’ to represent the environment around Stillwater in a 
way that neither denies past and present impacts of human activities, nor idealises the 
environment in an abstracting fashion. Such issues of representation are examined in 
more detail in Chapter Three. 
An interdisciplinary endeavour 
Given these contextual underpinnings, it is worth recapping the structure of this 
interdisciplinary exegesis. Chapter One addresses questions of subjectivity and 
trauma from the perspectives of clinical psychology and ecocriticism, acknowledging 
the divergence of these disciplines while at the same time tapping into shared 
theoretical underpinnings in Lacanian psychoanalysis. Examples of how subjectivity 
and trauma are represented in ‘The Child Pose’ link the theory with the creative 
practice. Chapter Two turns to the question of recovery from trauma, again bringing 
together psychological and ecocritical theory, and explicating the key original 
contribution of this research: the representation of nature as playing the role of 
therapist in a narrative of recovery. Chapter Three focuses on key creative decisions 
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in the writing of ‘The Child Pose’, showing how specific literary techniques have 
been used to represent the therapeutic interaction between the protagonist and the 
nonhuman natural world. Chapter Four compares and contrasts the ending of ‘The 
Child Pose’, which implies the possibility of recovery from trauma through a 
reconstitution of subjectivity, with the endings of four other Australian novels in 
which ‘recovery’ is implicitly possibly only through death. Finally, the Conclusion 
affirms the activist intentions of the creative work, responding to Huggan and 
Tiffin’s (2010) call for greater attention to the cultural politics of representation in 
relation to the environment, and asserting the possibility of mutually beneficial 
relationships between humans and the nonhuman natural world. 
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CHAPTER ONE: SUBJECTIVITY AS A PRODUCT 
OF TRAUMA 
 
 How can ecocritical literary perspectives on subjectivity be combined with 
perspectives from clinical psychology to assist in the construction of a 
narrative of trauma? 
 
In order to answer the first sub-question, some theoretical ground must be established 
regarding trauma and recovery. Peter Brooks (1994) has acknowledged that 
psychoanalysis is no longer the dominant paradigm guiding clinical psychological 
practice: ‘Other forms of psychotherapy use some of the apparatus of psychoanalysis 
but they are not analysis in [the original] sense’ (p. 118). However, Brooks’s 
validation of theory that brings together psychological practice and literature holds 
true, even as clinical psychological practice diversifies beyond its psychoanalytic 
roots: 
we continue to dream of a convergence of psychoanalysis and literary 
criticism because we sense that there ought to be, that there must be, some 
correspondence between literary and psychic process, that aesthetic 
structure and form, including literary tropes, must somehow coincide with 
the psychic structures and operations they both evoke and appeal to (p. 25) 
This chapter aims to outline contemporary clinical psychological perspectives on 
trauma and its treatment, and to show that these perspectives remain consistent with 
a Lacanian psychoanalytic understanding of subjectivity. The chapter demonstrates 
how the narrative of trauma in ‘The Child Pose’ has been informed by psychological 
theory and practice, in line with the research sub-question. This discussion paves the 
way for an exploration in Chapter Two of the therapist’s role in supporting a client’s 
recovery from trauma, and the central argument that the nonhuman natural world can 
replace a human therapist in a narrative of therapeutic process.  
The first part of this chapter outlines current clinical psychological 
perspectives on what trauma is and how it is treated. The section outlines some of 
Lacan’s key concepts, including the fundamental role of desire in defining 
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subjectivity, and the complex notion of jouissance as both pain and pleasure. 
Ecocritics including Jonathon Bate (2000) and Timothy Morton (2010) have linked 
Lacan’s conception of subjectivity with the role of the individual human being within 
the nonhuman natural world, and their insights are briefly outlined in this section. 
 These insights lead into territory that constitutes the original contribution of 
this research. If, as Lacan contends, the subject is fundamentally alienated from 
Other (including, most significantly for ecocriticism, the nonhuman natural world), I 
argue that any experience of trauma is essentially a re-traumatisation, awakening the 
original experience of catastrophic loss that first constituted the subject in infancy. A 
clear-sighted narrative of trauma should therefore recognise this earlier loss. The 
potential for recovery from current trauma can be shown to lie in a reconstitution of 
subjectivity that rewrites the original traumatic experience so that it ends differently: 
in the formation of a new and different kind of subject.  
The final section of the chapter demonstrates how the presenting clinical 
picture of Susan, the protagonist of ‘The Child Pose’, can be formulated from a 
contemporary clinical psychological perspective on trauma, and also embodies the 
repetitive nature of trauma implied by Lacan’s view of subject formation through 
catastrophic loss. This ecopsychological formulation of Susan’s initial presentation 
leads into Chapter Two, where the process of her recovery is explained in 
ecopsychological terms as occurring through therapeutic interaction with the 
nonhuman natural world.   
Clinical psychological perspectives on trauma 
In Australia, the authoritative diagnostic reference for mental disorders and mental 
health problems is the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual for Mental Disorders (DSM; APA, 2013). The DSM’s definition of 
psychological trauma, specifically in relation to Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, is 
historically controversial, and controversy has continued with the publication of the 
most recent edition of the Manual, DSM-V (see McNally, 2010; Spitzer et al., 2007). 
Figure 1 presents the diagnostic criteria for Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, from the 
DSM-V (APA, 2013). 
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Figure 1: Diagnostic criteria for Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 
            
Criterion A: stressor  
The person was exposed to: death, threatened death, actual or threatened serious injury, or actual 
or threatened sexual violence, as follows: (1 required)  
1. Direct exposure.  
2. Witnessing, in person. 
3. Indirectly, by learning that a close relative or close friend was exposed to trauma. If the 
event involved actual or threatened death, it must have been violent or accidental. 
4. Repeated or extreme indirect exposure to aversive details of the event(s), usually in the 
course of professional duties (e.g., first responders, collecting body parts; professionals 
repeatedly exposed to details of child abuse). This does not include indirect non-
professional exposure through electronic media, television, movies, or pictures.  
 
Criterion B: intrusion symptoms  
The traumatic event is persistently re-experienced in the following way(s): (1 required)  
1. Recurrent, involuntary, and intrusive memories. Note: Children older than 6 may express 
this symptom in repetitive play.  
2. Traumatic nightmares. Note: Children may have frightening dreams without content related 
to the trauma(s).  
3. Dissociative reactions (e.g., flashbacks) which may occur on a continuum from brief 
episodes to complete loss of consciousness. Note: Children may reenact the event in play.  
4. Intense or prolonged distress after exposure to traumatic reminders.  
5. Marked physiologic reactivity after exposure to trauma-related stimuli.  
 
Criterion C: avoidance  
Persistent effortful avoidance of distressing trauma-related stimuli after the event: (1 required) 
1. Trauma-related thoughts or feelings. 
2. Trauma-related external reminders (e.g., people, places, conversations, activities, objects, 
or situations). 
 
Criterion D: negative alterations in cognitions and mood 
Negative alterations in cognitions and mood that began or worsened after the traumatic event: (2 
required) 
1. Inability to recall key features of the traumatic event (usually dissociative amnesia; not due 
to head injury, alcohol or drugs). 
2. Persistent (and often distorted) negative beliefs and expectations about oneself or the 
world (e.g., ‘I am bad,’ ‘The world is completely dangerous.’). 
3. Persistent distorted blame of self or others for causing the traumatic event or for resulting 
consequences.  
4. Persistent negative trauma-related emotions (e.g., fear, horror, anger, guilt or shame). 
5. Markedly diminished interest in (pre-traumatic) significant activities. 
6. Feeling alienated from others (e.g., detachment or estrangement). 
7. Constricted affect: persistent inability to experience positive emotions.  
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Criterion E: alterations in arousal and reactivity  
Trauma-related alterations in arousal and reactivity that began or worsened after the traumatic 
event: (2 required) 
1. Irritable or aggressive behavior. 
2. Self-destructive or reckless behavior. 
3. Hypervigilance. 
4. Exaggerated startle response. 
5. Problems in concentration. 
6. Sleep disturbance. 
 
Criterion F: duration  
Persistence of symptoms (in Criteria B, C, D and E) for more than one month.  
 
Criterion G: functional significance  
Significant symptom-related distress or functional impairment (e.g., social, occupational). 
 
Criterion H: exclusion  
Disturbance is not due to medication, substance use, or other illness.  
Specify if: With dissociative symptoms.  
In addition to meeting criteria for diagnosis, an individual experiences high levels of either of the 
following in reaction to trauma-related stimuli: 
1. Depersonalization: experience of being an outside observer of or detached from oneself 
(e.g., feeling as if ‘this is not happening to me’ or one were in a dream). 
2. Derealisation: experience of unreality, distance, or distortion (e.g., ‘things are not real’).  
Specify if: With delayed expression. 
Full diagnosis is not met until at least 6 months after the trauma(s), although onset of symptoms 
may occur immediately.  
 
American Psychiatric Association (2013) Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders (5th 
ed). Washington, DC: APA. 
            
The DSM-V’s predecessor, the DSM-IV-TR (APA, 2000), identified three 
categories of trauma victims: those who experienced the stressor directly (for 
example, combat veterans or rape victims); those who experienced the stressor 
vicariously (for example, personal witnesses to a trauma experienced by others); and 
those who were exposed to the stressor informationally (for example, viewers of the 
television coverage of the 9/11 attacks). However, the third category of ‘victim’ 
aroused controversy. The prevalence of television in particular means that, in the 
developed world, ‘most people today qualify as trauma survivors’ (McNally, 2010). 
Breslau and Kessler (2001) calculate that 89.6 percent of adults in south-eastern 
Michigan meet the DSM-IV-TR criteria for having ‘experienced’ trauma. There is 
considerable anxiety about the risk of trivialising the suffering of some by validating 
that of others: 
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Clinicians have reported PTSD symptoms in dental patients following 
extraction of a wisdom tooth (de Jongh et al., 2008), and have diagnosed 
PTSD in people whose stressors include giving birth to a healthy baby 
after a routine delivery (Olde et al., 2006), and exposure to rude sexual 
jokes in the workplace (McDonald, 2003). As Shephard (2004), the 
distinguished British historian of military trauma, concluded, ‘Any unit of 
classification that simultaneously encompasses the experience of surviving 
Auschwitz and that of being told rude jokes at work must, by any 
reasonable lay standard, be a nonsense, a patent absurdity’ (p.57) 
(McNally, 2010, p. 387). 
The clinical definition of trauma is important, both for the current research 
project and for its wider implications. If, for example, people can be traumatised by 
repeated media exposure to tragic events, the need for psychological resources 
capable of counteracting such trauma becomes all the more salient.  
Less technical definitions of psychological trauma than those contained in the 
DSM are widely available, and are commonly used by mental health practitioners. 
The following definition from a self-help website is typical, and arguably both more 
consumer-focussed and more clinically practical than the DSM’s attempts at 
diagnostic precision: 
Emotional and psychological trauma is [sic] the result of extraordinarily 
stressful events that shatter your sense of security, making you feel 
helpless and vulnerable in a dangerous world.  
Traumatic experiences often involve a threat to life or safety, but any 
situation that leaves you feeling overwhelmed and alone can be traumatic, 
even if it doesn’t involve physical harm. It’s not the objective facts that 
determine whether an event is traumatic, but your subjective emotional 
experience of the event. The more frightened and helpless you feel, the 
more likely you are to be traumatized (helpguide, 2013).  
The above definition emphasises the impact on the person over the exact 
characteristics of the traumatic event. Argument regarding how psychological trauma 
should be defined is complicated by the fact that people respond to traumatic events 
differently. Of Americans who were exposed to the 9/11 attacks via television, it is 
estimated that approximately 4% developed PTSD symptoms, while presumably 
some people who escaped the World Trade Centre personally did not develop such 
symptoms (Schlenger et al., 2002). The difficulty facing the DSM’s authors is one of 
ensuring the diagnosis is not so broad as to be meaningless, yet not so narrow as to 
exclude genuine suffers from the diagnosis and thus (in the US) from reimbursable 
treatment. The chair of the committee responsible for the DSM-V hastens to point 
34 
 
out that the definition of PTSD should not restrict clinicians’ understanding and 
treatment of individuals’ clinical problems:  
By attempting to tighten the definition of traumatic stressor in the PTSD 
criteria, we are not claiming that these are the only stressors that can lead 
to a PTSD-like syndrome and disorder. The question is an empirical one 
whether this specified class of stressors is categorically different in its 
disorder-inducing potential (as was assumed by many when the PTSD 
diagnosis was formulated) or alternatively whether these stressors are in 
fact just the prototypical or extreme examples on a dimension that includes 
many other stressors with perhaps lower but possibly equal syndrome-
causing potential. Rather, we are simply attempting to more clearly 
formulate the originally intended distinction so that research on the criteria 
can proceed in a non-question-begging way (Spitzer et al., 2007, p. 236).  
One of the limitations of the DSM-V’s definition of trauma is its emphasis on 
the severe and acute stressors of ‘exposure to actual or threatened death, serious 
injury, or sexual violence’, and its concomitant failure to acknowledge the traumatic 
effects of less severe but more chronic stressors. PTSD symptoms have been noted in 
survivors of imprisonment or internment, people living in refugee camps or war-
zones, and children whose parents’ relationship is emotionally abusive, even where 
these individuals have not been directly exposed to ‘actual or threatened death, 
serious injury, or sexual violence’. Perhaps the key understanding of PTSD is that the 
stressor(s) which produced the trauma are now objectively in the past, but the person 
continues to relive or revisit these stressors subjectively in the present—or must 
invest energy in avoiding doing so—to the detriment of their present well-being. This 
is an important point, in both the creative work and the current theoretical 
investigation of narratives of trauma.   
Where clinical psychology meets ecocriticism: Lacanian subjectivity 
Lacanian psychoanalytic theory is a vast body of work, and Lacan was a consciously 
difficult writer (Homer, 2005). Lacan’s thinking about his key concepts changed 
considerably over the course of his life, although he tended to retain the same names 
for these concepts. To complicate matters further, writers since Lacan have critiqued 
his concepts and proposed new definitions for his terms, and/or new terms to 
represent altered versions of his concepts (e.g. Kristeva’s (1977) notion of ‘the 
semiotic’; Irigaray’s (1985) ‘feminine imaginary’). The challenge of working with 
Lacanian concepts is demonstrated by the plethora of definitions now provided by 
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different interpreters of his work
3
. This section provides a brief, and necessarily 
simplified, introduction to a subset of Lacanian concepts mostly concerned with his 
theory of subjectivity, which has been embraced (explicitly or implicitly) by a 
number of writers in the areas of ecocriticism, ecopsychology and transpersonal 
psychology. The Lacanian notion of the split subject is at the heart of the narrative of 
trauma created through ‘The Child Pose’.  
The Imaginary, The Symbolic, and the Real 
The three realms of the Imaginary, the Symbolic and the Real are fundamental to 
Lacan’s conceptualization of the subject. Just as Freud formulated a topographic 
model of the psyche, consisting of id, ego, and superego, Lacan proposed the 
Imaginary, the Symbolic, and the Real, as three ‘orders’ (Lacan, 1972). Although 
Lacan, like Freud, was attempting to map the mind, Lacan’s conception of mind was 
more expansive and holistic than Freud’s (Bailly, 2009). To simplify somewhat, 
Freud’s model is more individual and interior – the superego is the internalised voice 
of the father, and the ego mediates between the demands of external social reality as 
represented by the superego and the instinctive drives represented by the id. For 
Lacan, the mind exists ‘‘out there’ like a force-field within a universal matrix’ 
(Bailly, 2009, p. 88). His Imaginary, Symbolic and Real are ‘orders’ or ‘realms’ 
within which the subject is constituted. Lacan saw the three orders as interlocked, 
like three rings in a Borromean knot, and towards the end of his career he added a 
fourth ring that bound the three together – the sinthome.  
The Imaginary was the realm first explicated by Lacan, in his famous essay 
on the Mirror Stage. In his early work, the Imaginary was the realm of the senses, in 
that it houses the conceptions that issue directly from sensorial perception. Lacan 
saw the relationship of the Imaginary to the Symbolic as analogous to the 
relationship between signifieds and signifiers in language, signifiers being the 
representations of ideas, and signifieds the ideas themselves (Bailly, 2009, p. 92).  
                                                 
3
 Ragland-Sullivan (1995) points out that Lacan’s work is substantially a translation and “emendation” 
of Freud’s work. Lacan’s translation of Freud’s concepts from German into French, half a century 
later, creates complexity even before we begin translating Lacan’s French into English, another half-
century on. 
36 
 
During the Mirror Stage, the infant attempts to reconcile its fragmentary 
sensory experience of its own body, with the perceived (imaginary) unity of the 
image of its body that it sees in the mirror: 
The child, who is still physically unco-ordinated, finds reflected back to 
itself in the mirror a gratifyingly unified image of itself… This (image)… 
is at once somehow part of ourselves – we identify with it – and yet not 
ourselves, something alien (Eagleton, 1983, p. 164).  
The Mirror Stage is an extraordinarily complex and foundational encounter 
that establishes self-image as the foundation of the ego. The Mirror Stage not only 
differentiates ‘self’ from all that is not-self (i.e. Other), it splits the self into subject 
and object (introducing the concept of the ‘small other’), and is the foundation for 
both Desire and jouissance. 
Eagleton (1983) blends Freud’s ideas about psychosexual stages with Lacan’s 
ideas about the Mirror Stage, to produce a somewhat simplified version of Lacan’s 
Imaginary. For Lacan, the Imaginary is an ever-present realm in which we are always 
recognising similarities and differences between ourselves and others, in which the 
functions of synthesis and dialectic are carried on, and where ‘obliviousness, 
alienation, love and aggressiveness’ (Bailly, 2009, p. 93) are generated between self 
and other. Eagleton (1983), however, emphasises the developmental importance of 
the Imaginary, and a sense in which the Imaginary is ‘lost’ when the child enters into 
the realm of language – the Symbolic4. 
Just as for Freud, at an early point in the infant’s development (pre-Oedipal 
stage) no clear distinction between subject and object is possible, Eagleton (1983) 
explains what he calls ‘the imaginary stage’ as a time in which ‘we lack any defined 
centre of self, in which what ‘self’ we have seems to pass into objects, and objects 
into it, in a ceaseless closed exchange’ (p. 164). The prelinguistic child lives in a 
symbiotic relationship with the mother and does not perceive divisions between itself 
and the body of its mother, or indeed the rest of its surroundings – it exists in an 
imagined seamless unity with the rest of the cosmos. Because the Imaginary, in this 
interpretation, is a region of plenitude, where there are no distinctions and no 
                                                 
4
 Brooks points out a similar duality, between what is considered both a developmental moment and 
an enduring psychic presence, in Rousseau’s notion that childhood is both an unrecoverable mythic 
Eden and something one absolutely must “keep in touch with” (Brooks, 1994, p. 120).  
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absences, and where nothing is repressed, no language can exist. There is no 
difference, therefore no identity and no names.  
The Symbolic is the realm of signifiers – the representations of ideas – while 
the ideas themselves are the signifieds that dwell in the Imaginary. Lacan saw the 
Symbolic order as that of the laws of the unconscious organisation of human society: 
entry into Law occurs through acceptance of Freud’s Name-of-the-Father. Like 
language, the Symbolic pre-exists the individual, who has to gain access to it (Bailly, 
2009, p. 95). Entry into the Symbolic begins when the mother is recognised as 
something separate from the infant–something that can go away and come back – 
and thus becomes the first signifier (an idea-embodied-in-an-object; Bailly, 2009, p. 
96). The Mirror Stage results in the child’s image in the mirror becoming a signifier. 
Lacan emphasised that ‘lack’ was essential for access to signifiers: ‘if everything was 
always present and available to you, you would never need to use language to ask for 
anything’ (Bailly, 2009, p. 97). Gradually the infant learns to make meaning through 
the correlation between what is lacking and the signifier that symbolises it (Bailly, 
2009, p. 97).  
The Real was the last order formulated by Lacan, and he conceptualised it as 
that which the signifier fails to capture. Early on, Lacan spoke of the Real as 
designating ‘absolute being’ or ‘being in itself’ (Homer, 2005, p. 82). The Real was 
beyond the realm of appearance and images, in contrast to the Imaginary. Later 
Lacan described the Real as a ‘brute materiality’ that exists prior to symbolisation. In 
the student game of trying to fit as many people as possible into a rigid container 
such as a car or phone-box, the Real was the brute materiality of the container (King, 
private communication). The Real ‘always returns to its place in the form of a need, 
such as hunger. The Real is thus closely associated with the body prior to its 
symbolisation’ (Homer, 2005, p. 38). One can readily understand how later 
interpreters of Lacan came to confuse the Real with the Imaginary:  
We know that the Real exists because we experience it and it enters 
discourse as a sign – the infant’s crying, but the place from which it 
originates is beyond symbolisation…The Real is a kind of ubiquitous 
undifferentiated mass from which we must distinguish ourselves, as 
subjects, through the process of symbolisation (Homer, 2005, p. 82).  
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Later again, Lacan became more expansive and poetic regarding the Real, 
describing it as ‘smooth’, ‘undifferentiated’: ‘There are no cracks, no interior or 
exterior – these distinctions are meaningless in the Real. Only the Symbolic can 
introduce some cuts in the Real’ (Bailly, 2009, p. 98). Interpreting Lacan, Lionel 
Bailly describes the Real as ‘the featureless clay from which reality is fashioned by 
the Symbolic; it is the chaos from which the world came into being, by means of the 
Word… best thought of as ineffable and unimaginable’ (Bailly, 2009, p. 98). 
According to Lacan and Fink (1998), the Real is ‘that which resists symbolisation 
absolutely’, ‘the domain of whatever exists outside symbolisation’ (1998). The Real 
has been described as the limit of symbolisation (Homer, 2005, p. 83).  
Another very important characteristic of the Real is its association with 
trauma. In psychoanalysis, psychic trauma is said to arise from ‘the confrontation 
between an external stimulus and the subject’s inability to understand and master 
these excitations’ (Homer, 2005, p. 83). An incomprehensible experience becomes 
an inassimilable memory, a ‘blockage or fixation in the process of signification’ 
(Homer, 2005, p. 84). For Lacan, trauma is Real in that part of the traumatic 
experience remains unsymbolisable and cannot be transformed through language.  
The Mirror Stage 
For Lacan, then, the subject is constituted through two fundamental schisms that 
occur during the mirror stage. Firstly, there is the schism between self and Other – 
when the child loses the perception of seamless unity with the rest of the cosmos, and 
must see itself as something separate from its surroundings. Secondly, there is the 
schism between self and other (le petit autre) when the child misrecognizes itself in 
the mirror, understanding the mirror image as both ‘me’ and ‘not me’. The net result 
is a profoundly alienated subject, operating in an environment of perpetual lack or 
incompleteness, and eternally yearning for a completeness it believes itself to have 
lost. The remaining Lacanian concepts presented here are all related to this 
experience of foundational, irresolvable lack.  
Desire 
Lacan saw Desire as a condition that plays a structuring role in the subject (Bailly, 
2009, p. 110). In Lacan, needs are associated with the Real (we really need water, or 
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we will die), and so are drives (we don’t need to have sex, yet we really want to). 
Drives exist independently of biological need. The distinction is important, because 
Desire grows around objects that fulfil a psychological need, rather than a physical 
one: ‘it grows most strongly around the objects around which the Subject is 
constructed’ (Bailly, 2009, p. 113). Moreover, Desire itself is desirable. It is 
enjoyable to desire things, and the functions propelled by Desire – questing after what 
one thinks one desires – are also enjoyable. For example, for many people the desire 
to look good leads to clothes shopping, which they thus find enjoyable. This example 
demonstrates two key characteristics of Desire in Lacan’s formulation. Firstly, Desire 
is always the Desire of the Other – the Subject’s drives may belong to the Real, but 
the objects of desire (looking good, clothes) are inscribed in the Symbolic, and 
develop out of the Subject’s beliefs about what the Other (the mother, the father, 
society) wants. Secondly, Desire is never satisfied because the outcome (how you 
look in the outfit you eventually purchase) never lives up to the satisfaction one 
imagines is possible. There is always a gap between signifier and signified. Desire is 
thus self-sustaining. 
Jouissance 
Jouissance is usually translated into English as either ‘enjoyment’ or ‘usage’, but in 
French it also has the connotation of consummation or ‘orgasm’. Since one French 
expression for orgasm is ‘the little death’, it’s clear that jouissance is a complex term, 
not to be confused with the simple pleasure (plaisir) of satisfying needs. While 
plaisir reduces tension, jouissance does not (Barthes, 1990). In French, jouissance is 
also a legal term denoting a person’s right to enjoy the legitimate use of property 
(Bailly, 2009, p. 118). For Lacan, jouissance is the pleasure that comes with the 
functioning of a physical or psychological apparatus associated with a drive. 
Lacanian thought interprets the self-destructive behaviours manifest in addiction at 
least partly in terms of jouissance: people may smoke, eat, starve themselves, gamble, 
use drugs, or drink alcohol, to the point of deleterious effects (in some cases, even 
death) because of the immediate enjoyment they gain from the behaviour, with which 
cerebral understandings about long-term effects cannot compete (Bailly, 2009, p. 
119). Lacan in fact saw jouissance as closely associated with the death drive (Bailly, 
2009, p. 102; see more extended discussion in Chapter Four). 
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Suffering plays a role in jouissance. Bailly identifies that the infant’s 
enjoyment of Freud’s fort-da game would not be possible without the suffering of 
loss (when he throw the object away) that gives way to the joy of recovering it (when 
he pulls it back). Lacan himself associated jouissance with religious ecstasy and with 
orgasm (Homer, 2005, p. 105). The concept of unspeakable ecstasy clearly combines 
elements of both joy and suffering. One only has to look at 1960s footage of Beatles 
fans greeting their idols at airports to be struck by the component of suffering in 
intense joy. As with the statue of St Teresa referred to by Lacan (1998, p. 76), the 
expression on the faces of these fans seems closer to agony than joy, and we know 
some physically fainted from the intensity of the experience. Despite this aspect of 
suffering associated with such extreme joy, Lacan held that the subject is motivated 
by the quest for jouissance, which can never be satisfied, and thus continues to 
perpetuate Desire.  
Das Ding 
Das Ding (The Thing) is a concept of Freud’s that Lacan adapted. For Freud, it was 
both something ‘impossible to imagine’, and its absence – perhaps, a Platonic ideal 
and the impossibility of its actual existence. ‘The Thing is therefore what produces 
that feeling of ‘This is not how I remembered it to be – something is irretrievably lost 
but I could not possibly say what it is’’ (Bailly, 2009, p. 136). Since The Thing is 
unimaginable and unsymbolisable, it belongs to Lacan’s Real; it is ‘the beyond of the 
signified’ (Bailly, 2009, p. 137). Lacan equated The Thing with the mother – ‘not the 
real mother, obviously, but the mother-who-is-lost: the absence of mother’ (Bailly, 
2009, p. 137). Bailly goes so far as the equate The Thing with what is lost at the 
point of birth: ‘the environment in utero, a state in which the baby had no needs, 
because all its needs were being met by the functioning of the mother’ (p. 138). The 
Thing is thus ‘a representation of pure loss’ (p. 137).  
The Thing is extremely important to this thesis, because of the implication 
that it represents the first and most fundamental loss defining the Subject, and 
something that can only be regained through death: 
The Thing arises from the primary effects of a relationship with what is 
not-yet-represented – the unforgettable-but-already-forgotten Other. To 
return to a total enjoyment of this phantasmatic mother – this mother-as-
world – would require a dismantling of the Subject – a kind of regression 
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to a pre-language state that is simply impossible. Because the Subject is 
brought into being by signifiers, and the Thing exists outside the Symbolic 
realm, absolute jouissance in the Thing would require an exit from the 
realm of signifiers, which is the realm of subjectivity, and the Subject itself 
would be erased, annihilated (Bailly, 2009, 139).  
Bailly suggests that, as the lost and forbidden aspect of the mother, the Thing 
is an object of transgression, and can be thought of as the object of the death drive. 
Addictive behaviours – those that begin as seeking jouissance and end in self-
destruction – Bailly sees as the Subject acting out his/her search for the Thing. Along 
with heroin use, Bailly gives as an example of self-destructive Desire-driven 
behaviours ‘people who strangle themselves in the name of sexual excitement’ (p. 
140) – an example echoed in Tim Winton’s Breath. In ‘The Child Pose’, Susan’s 
asthma and self-harm can be interpreted in Lacanian terms: these will be addressed 
shortly.   
The objet petit a 
The difficulty of teasing out exactly what Lacan meant by the objet petit a is 
apparent in the following quote from one of his interpreters: 
The objet a is not, therefore, an object we have lost, because then we 
would be able to find it and satisfy our desire. It is rather the constant 
sense we have, as subjects, that something is lacking or missing from our 
lives. We are always searching for fulfilment, for knowledge, for 
possessions, for love, and whenever we achieve these goals there is 
always something more we desire; we cannot quite pinpoint it but we 
know that it is there. This is one sense in which we can understand the 
Lacanian Real as the void or abyss at the core of our being that we 
constantly try to fill out. The objet a is …the object-cause of your 
desire… the void, the gap, the lack around which the symbolic order is 
structured and that which comes to mask or cover over that lack (Homer, 
2005, pp. 86-87) 
Rather neater is Bailly’s (2009) explanation that the Phallus represents 
something that would satisfy Desire, which the Subject assumes must exist 
because Desire exists, and the objet petit a is any object the Subject chases after in 
the belief that it contains the Phallus. The objet petit a can therefore take a vast 
variety of shapes (interchangeable signifiers for the same signified). Lacan himself 
provided the metaphor of an ‘agalma’, or offering to the gods, contained within a 
box of no value. The box can have many forms, none of which is important: what 
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matters is the precious thing within (Bailly, 2009, p. 131). In Ragland-Sullivan’s 
words,  
the a stands for the myriad substitute activities and objects that provide 
temporary compensation for an incompleteness in human being, an 
incompleteness caused by all the losses that constitute the unconscious as 
a lost continent that ‘knows’ all the same (1995, p. 10).  
In ‘The Child Pose’, Susan’s frantic efforts to hold onto a number of 
‘activities and objects’ she stands to lose - her job, her reputation, her marriage, her 
friendships, her daughter – demonstrate the Subject’s failure to recognise 
fundamental alienation as the generator of Desire. Only the psychic reconciliation 
with Other/other which occurs at the end of the novel transcends the object petit a 
and provides relief from Desire.  
Ecocritical perspectives on trauma and subjectivity 
The split subject  
The idea of dualism, or a ‘split self’, has been a recurring theme throughout the 
history of what might be termed the philosophy of subjectivity. Jonathan Bate draws 
a parallel between Lacan’s split subject, and Descartes’s conceptualisation of mind 
and body. According to Bate, ‘the Cartesian constitution’ divides thinking mind from 
embodied substance (2000, p. 107) – not simply the substance of the individual body, 
but the substance of the world around the mind. According to Morton (2010), ‘nature 
is the ultimate lost object’ (p. 252). 
I is to other as culture is to nature? 
Popular psychology has in recent decades embraced the idea of a distinction between 
‘left-brain’ and ‘right-brain’ functioning (Edwards, 1979). While this distinction was 
originally based on neurophysiological findings (particularly the location of two 
areas vital to language processing, Wernicke’s area and Broca’s area, in the left 
hemisphere), more contemporary neurophysiological studies suggest the popular 
conception of hemispheric lateralisation is an over-simplification (e.g. Springer & 
Deutsch, 1993). Nevertheless, many artists report experiencing two distinct ‘modes 
of thinking’ contributing to their creative process, and represent these modes through 
the short-hand of ‘left brain’ and ‘right brain’ thinking (e.g. Cameron, 2002; 
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Edwards, 1979). Words commonly associated with supposed left-brain functioning 
include quantification, mathematics, reason, logic, codification, rigidity, serial 
processing, linear thought. Words commonly associated with right-brain functioning 
include intuition, connection, patterns, parallel processing, lateral thinking, 
creativity, flexibility, imagination.  
It is not difficult to draw a parallel here between left/right brain states, and 
what Bate has described as Culture and Nature (and has related to the Austen-era 
distinction between Sense and Sensibility). Sagar equates the distinction between left 
and right brain functioning with Ted Hughes’ famous statement: 
The story of the mind exiled from Nature is the story of Western Man. It is 
the story of his progressively more desperate search for mechanical and 
rational and symbolic securities, which will substitute for the spirit-
confidence of the Nature he has lost (Hughes, 1994, p. 130). 
Bate refers to the concept of an idyllic ‘state of nature’ as formulated and 
reformulated by Rousseau, first in the second Discourse (which temporally located 
the ‘state of nature’ historically, in the infancy of humankind) and then in Emile 
(where the ‘state of nature’ refers to the infancy of the individual child). Just as 
Lacan proposed that the mirror stage  closes off the Imaginary in favour of the 
Symbolic, the realm of language and the Law of the Father, so Rousseau argued that 
‘the institutionalising processes of education constitute a denial of the natural child’ 
(p. 32). 
 Both of these narratives – Lacan’s narrative of the child cut off from a state of 
oneness with the universe, and Rousseau’s narrative of humanity cut off from a state 
of nature – recall the Biblical narrative of The Fall: the expulsion of Adam and Eve 
from the Garden of Eden, and harmonious communion with their Creator. The 
Garden of Eden trope is commonly invoked in postcolonial narrative, and was much 
on the minds of Romantic poets (e.g. what Sagar calls Coleridge’s ‘banished ‘natural 
man’, who insists on being heard as the Ancient Mariner’).   
Trauma as re-traumatisation 
Lacan’s assertion that the subject is fundamentally traumatised in the very act of its 
constitution, in the mirror stage, through catastrophic loss of all that is Other, leads 
logically to the argument that the psychopathology of trauma is always essentially 
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re-traumatisation. What the subject experiences through the threat of death, serious 
injury, or sexual violence (breaching of the integrity of the body), is a repetition or 
threatened repetition of the original trauma, in which the body (the wider body, all 
that lies beyond thinking mind) was lost. The idea of re-traumatisation is well 
accepted in clinical psychology. Care must be taken in therapy to ensure that 
processes assist the client
5
 to process and move on from traumatic events, rather than 
merely relive the stressors and suffer anew
6
. The idea that new events can revive or 
awaken traumatic memories – often at an unconscious level, so that the client is not 
even aware of the connection between present and past that is causing present 
distress – has been a fundamental tenet of psychoanalysis since Freud (1912). It is an 
essential idea in ‘The Child Pose’: Susan is unable to fathom the post-traumatic 
symptoms she experiences in relation to Tyla’s murder, until she is able to remember 
her mother’s attempt to kill her in childhood. That trauma in turn triggered the initial 
trauma of her infancy: the universal human experience of losing unity with the 
cosmos and entering into the alienated, incomplete, and therefore vulnerable 
condition of the subject.  
The trauma narrative in ‘The Child Pose’ 
As mentioned in the Introduction, a novel-as-research does not seek merely to 
illustrate or animate theory, but to test and extend theory’s implications in a 
linguistically-constructed world. Among the ‘tests’ of a narrative with these 
intentions is its credibility: does the reader accept the story within its own version of 
reality? Since ‘The Child Pose’ is a realist novel, the story of Susan’s trauma must be 
believable in relation to what the audience understands of contemporary clinical 
psychology. From the perspective of a clinician, the narrative must also conform to 
what is known about trauma and recovery, from clinical practice and the extensive 
literature (theoretical, practical, experimental) that is available in this area. 
                                                 
5
 There is considerable debate in the literature of psychotherapy regarding the most appropriate, 
respectful and empowering term for a person engaged in psychotherapeutic treatment. I use the term 
“client” in my clinical practice and writing. For a discussion of the reasons for this preference, see 
Baldwin (in press). 
6
 Therapeutic processes will be further discussed in Chapter Two. 
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Initial presentation 
Normally, a therapeutic process involving a human therapist will be guided by a 
therapeutic formulation. On the basis on information provided by the client and other 
sources (e.g. past case notes, other treating professionals, friends and family) the 
therapist formulates an explanatory narrative about the client’s current difficulties, 
how and why they came about, and what steps will help alleviate them. Some 
therapeutic approaches (e.g. brief therapy, solution-focussed therapy) concentrate on 
identifying and solving the most urgent or significant problem at hand. Other 
approaches aim for a comprehensive formulation that explains which of the client’s 
difficulties cause or result from others, and identifies strategies to tackle the 
problems from multiple directions. In most approaches, therapist and client negotiate 
the formulation, seeking an agreed story capable of making sense of the difficulties 
and the therapy. One of the tools used to assist this process is the standardised 
clinical manual. In Australia, as noted above, the most commonly used manual is the 
American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual.  
Susan would meet the criteria for Post Traumatic Stress Disorder as defined 
by the DSM-IV-TR but not, at first glance, the DSM-V. In being blamed for Tyla’s 
murder, she suffers an ‘extraordinarily stressful event’ (DSM-IV-TR; APA, 2000), 
but not ‘exposure to actual or threatened death, serious injury, or sexual violence’ 
(DSM-V; APA, 2013). In addition to her horror and grief over the child’s death and 
its circumstances, Susan faces the reality that she could have prevented the death by 
not approving leave from hospital for the murderer, Nell. She struggles endlessly 
with the question of whether there was any way she could have realised the danger, 
except through hindsight. In addition to her personal anguish, Susan suffers media 
persecution and condemnation by the public, is suspended from her job, shunned by 
her colleagues, and feels her entire professional and social identity has been 
shattered. The experience is, she comes to feel, a kind of death.  
While the triggering event might be questionable under DSM-V’s criterion 1, 
Susan’s symptoms conform closely to the remaining diagnostic criteria for PTSD. 
Under criterion 2, she re-experiences Tyla’s death through nightmares and intrusive 
mental images, even though she was not present at the murder scene. In her 
nightmares, Tyla is confounded with Susan’s daughter Caitlin, who is the same age, 
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and with Susan herself. The murderer, also, is a conflation of Nell and Susan. Susan 
finds the emotional intensity of these experiences baffling as well as distressing. 
Under criterion 3, Susan’s flight to Stillwater and reluctance to return to the 
city constitute avoidance of stimuli associated with the trauma. She initially resists 
her husband’s urging that she return to work in an effort to save her job, and he is 
exasperated by what he sees as her fatalistic attitude. In fact, Susan is displaying a 
number of criterion 4 symptoms, which previous versions of the DSM have termed 
‘alterations in arousal and reactivity’: feelings of detachment or estrangement from 
others; persistent inability to experience positive emotions; a persistent negative 
emotional state; and markedly diminished interest or participation in significant 
activities. Under criterion 4, she is also engaged in a constant struggle against 
persistent negative beliefs (‘I am bad’) and persistent distorted cognitions about the 
causes and consequences of the traumatic event (‘It’s my fault’).  
Under criterion 5, she is hypervigilant (particularly concerning Caitlin), easily 
startled, has problems concentrating, suffers from sleep disturbance, and – despite 
rigidly and characteristically repressing anger for most of the novel – on two 
occasions she expresses anger through physically aggressive outbursts.  
In summary, Susan’s symptoms conform fairly closely to DSM-V criteria for 
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder. A clinician would have no difficulty in formulating an 
explanatory narrative about Susan’s mental state at the beginning of the book, 
identifying Tyla’s murder as a recent traumatic event in Susan’s life. The role of this 
event within a pattern of re-traumatisation becomes clearer as the rest of the novel 
unfolds. 
Alienation and boundedness 
Susan’s sense of subjective alienation is expressed in the novel in terms of her 
ambivalence about her own skin. At the level of the individual, skin belongs to the 
body, and an awareness of skin through its visibility and tactility might be thought to 
counteract the loneliness of the disembodied ‘thinking mind’. However, skin is also 
the enclosing membrane that physically separates the observing, experiencing, 
reflecting individual – the subject–from the world around her. Skin defines the body 
that, in Plato’s conception, provides the vessel for the mind, and therefore helps to 
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constitute individuality. From early in the novel, Susan expresses desire to transcend 
individuality, move beyond skin, be reunited with other:  
As a child, she discovered how to make her body disappear in the sea. First 
she needed to embrace the factual truth that her body was composed 
mostly of water. Then to feel her skin as nothing more than a membrane 
around the body of water, like a bag of water floating in the sea. Then she 
imagined the membrane dissolving away like the wisps of cloud overhead 
till there was no boundary between the water that was her body and the 
water that was the sea. She could make herself invisible, intangible, 
insubstantial – just a consciousness among the waves.  
This desire for reconciliation with the other of the natural world (which is a 
core concern of transpersonal psychology at its intersection with ecopsychology; see 
Chapter Two) recurs throughout the novel, notably in Susan’s relationship with the 
rock pool, and in her climactic embrace of the cyclone. These strivings towards what 
John Davis (2011) has termed ‘nonduality’ will be explored in more detail in the 
chapters to come. For now, it is important to note the role of skin in signifying the 
alienated subject.  
Physical expressions of psychological stress 
As Susan begins to get to know Storm, the narrative reveals Susan’s own history of 
self-harm. ‘Personal history of self-harm’ is a new diagnostic category in the DSM-
V, listed in what are called the V-codes. These diagnoses are not considered mental 
illnesses, but rather ‘other conditions or problems that may be a focus of clinical 
attention or that may otherwise affect the diagnosis, course, prognosis, or treatment 
of a patient’s mental disorder’ (APA, 2013).  
Susan’s self-harming, revealed to have taken place at boarding school, 
provides another clue to the fact that her current symptoms are not merely a response 
to Tyla’s murder: rather, the murder has stirred memories of an earlier event that she 
experienced as traumatic. Around puberty, Susan witnesses self-harm by her friend 
Astrid, and the occasion turns into a psychosexually charged moment of connection. 
Susan momentarily loses her sense of alienated subjecthood, experiencing for the 
first time in her memory – that is, since the mirror stage – a uniting with the body of 
an Other. (It is no coincidence that both girls have lost their mothers, although Susan 
does not know this about Astrid at the time). 
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There is an extensive body of research on self-harm, the explication of which 
is beyond the scope of this discussion, but it is generally understood as a coping 
mechanism: a means of counteracting an unendurable psychological sensation, state 
or experience. In some cases, it is hypothesised that cutting the body is a way of 
counteracting the sense of ‘depersonalisation’ that occurs as a symptom of trauma 
(Motz, 2009). To cut the skin, feel pain, and see blood, may be a way of reassuring 
the subject that consciousness is not, after all, ‘disembodied’ – and therefore 
potentially in danger of dissolution, evaporation, ceasing to exist (death). The 
flipside of this conceptualisation is also presented in ‘The Child Pose’: breaching the 
skin may be an attempt to release the subject from boundedness and isolation, a 
desperate expression of the desire for reconciliation with other that Lacan saw as an 
ever-present psychological drive or force. That force may become irresistible when 
the alienated subject experiences psychological pain that seems unendurable alone.  
Perhaps reinforced by her encounter with Storm, Susan experiences the urge 
to self-harm when she returns to the city, and Brendan persuades her to attempt a 
return to work. Susan resists the urge to release psychological pressure by breaching 
the (skin) boundary around self, dissolving the distinction between ‘inside’ (the 
mind) and ‘outside’ (the body of the world). Psychic pressure, unreleased, continues 
to build towards the eventual dissolution of self at the climax of the narrative.  
The other significant physical expression of psychological stress in ‘The 
Child Pose’ is asthma. Like self-harm, asthma is a physical response to stimulus 
conditions, with measurable and observable physical consequences. The role of 
psychological factors in asthma is unknown: the condition shows significant 
correlations with both anxiety disorders and mood disorders, but causal relationships 
are unclear. However, there is a general consensus in the medical world that stress 
can exacerbate asthma, and that an acute stressor can precipitate an attack (Yonas, 
Lange & Celedón, 2012). Susan experiences asthma symptoms a number of times 
throughout the novel, sometimes (as in the Royal Commission) indistinguishable 
from the symptoms of a panic attack. Significantly, she never discusses her asthma 
with friends or family, although she uses the fact that Caitlin suffers from asthma to 
rationalise her own hypervigilance and overprotectiveness. Throughout the story, 
boundary confusion – between herself and Caitlin, herself and Nell, herself and her 
mother – signals the repetitive nature of trauma, in which Tyla’s murder echoes both 
49 
 
into the future (the potential that harm might come to Caitlin) and into the past 
(Susan’s mother’s attempt to kill her, and the original unresolved trauma of subject 
formation).   
The primary subjective symptom of asthma is tightening in the chest that 
restricts breathing; subsequent panic can make this worse. Susan’s mother attempted 
to kill her by smothering her with a pillow; Susan’s attempt to save herself–curling 
into a foetal ball, the same position as ‘the child pose’–also restricted her breathing. 
The fact that Susan re-experiences ‘not being able to breathe’ in response to stress 
provides another clue as to the nature of her childhood traumatic experience. The 
meaning of the symptom is not clear, to Susan or to the reader, until Susan’s 
repressed memory resurfaces at the end of the novel.  
The therapeutic process 
So far, this discussion has focussed on how Lacan’s conception of the split subject, 
embraced by ecocritics such as Bate, might help to explain psychological trauma as a 
re-traumatisation of a subject originally forged through catastrophic loss. The next 
chapter will draw on clinical psychology, ecocriticism, and ecopsychology to argue 
that Susan’s interaction with the natural world helps her transcend her most recent 
trauma by counteracting the original trauma of subject formation, and reconstituting 
her as a different kind of subject. 
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CHAPTER TWO: NATURE AS THERAPIST 
 
 How can nature be positioned as the catalyst for therapeutic change, 
replacing a human therapist, in a narrative of recovery from trauma?  
 
The role of psychotherapist is an interdisciplinary one in Western mental health 
systems. Psychiatrists, psychologists, social workers, clinical nurses, occupational 
therapists and others with appropriate training and experience may provide 
psychotherapy. Many psychotherapists undertake training in a variety of therapies, so 
they can work flexibly with a range of client needs.  
‘The Child Pose’ argues that nature can function therapeutically, taking the 
place of a human therapist in an individual’s recovery process. To elaborate this 
argument, it is necessary first to briefly outline the three main clinical psychological 
approaches to trauma treatment that guide contemporary mental health practice.   
Clinical psychological approaches to treatment for trauma  
Fortunately, models of recovery from trauma are a great deal less controversial than 
its definition. Most clinical models of trauma conceptualise the client as somehow 
‘stuck’, unable to move on with life, because the traumatic events have disrupted 
normal cognitive and emotional functioning. ‘Re-experiencing’ symptoms of PTSD 
demonstrates this stuckness in a graphic way: the client feels caught in a loop, 
repeating the traumatic moment rather than moving on to fresh experiences. Other 
symptoms such as avoidance, disengagement and hypervigilance also demonstrate 
how trauma can manifest as a sort of psychological blockage or obstacle to normal 
functioning. Trauma therapy generally aims to reduce the paralysing or blocking 
effects of trauma, enable the client to integrate the traumatic event with other events 
and memories, and move on with life (Dass-Brailsford, 2007).  
Models of trauma treatment can be conceptualised as falling under three 
broad categories, with considerable overlap of therapeutic modalities. These are 
psychodynamic therapy (typically, of a brief rather than extended nature), cognitive 
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behavioural therapy, and somatic (physical or body) approaches. More specialist 
therapies such as Gestalt therapy, narrative therapy, play therapy, and so on, can be 
seen as drawing on one or more of these three broad approaches. In practice, most 
therapists are familiar with many bodies of theory and use techniques from a range of 
‘therapies’ somewhat eclectically and fluidly, depending on the needs of the client.  
Brief psychodynamic therapy 
Psychodynamic therapy views the traumatic event as having generated emotional 
conflicts that must be resolved. These conflicts may stem from early life experiences, 
with which the client has been able to cope through the use of ego defence 
mechanisms until a current situation triggers traumatic memories. The actual 
repression of a memory, such that it is inaccessible to consciousness, is an extreme 
but classic ego defence mechanism in Freudian and Lacanian thought; in Susan’s 
case, repression protects her conscious mind from the terrifying childhood memory 
of imminent death at the hands of her mother. Psychodynamic therapy aims to ‘make 
the unconscious conscious’: to bring the emotional conflicts into consciousness, 
formulate them in a way that makes sense to the client, and work through them in a 
safe therapeutic environment. Brief psychodynamic therapy and psychodrama 
approaches may use techniques like abreaction, where the traumatic event is re-
enacted in the safety of the therapeutic space. Re-enaction is viewed as validating 
what happened and the client’s emotional reactions, giving the client a sense of 
mastery and control over something they could not control at the time, and 
presenting the possibility of reversing prior outcomes (Dass-Brailsford, 2007, p. 53). 
Cognitive behaviour therapy 
Cognitive behaviour therapy is based on the idea that we process our world through 
cognitive schemata
7
 we form through experience. Trauma causes cognitive 
dissonance because the traumatic events contradict what we think we know about 
world, self and future. For Susan, for example, Tyla’s death shakes her cognitive 
schemata that things happen for a reason (world), that hard work and vigilance can 
prevent disaster (self), and that children grow up (future). The cognitive system is 
driven by a completion tendency: a psychological need to ‘match new information 
with inner models based on older information, and the revision of both until they 
                                                 
7
 Singular: schema 
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agree’ (Horowitz, 1986, p. 92). Early in the novel, Susan’s ruminations – compulsive 
repetitive thought patterns – demonstrate this psychological need to bring Tyla’s 
death into consonance with her established ‘models’ or schemata about world, self 
and future. At first (quite typically of a grieving process), her only cognitive strategy 
what Susan herself identifies as ‘magical thinking: believing at some level you can 
bring back the dead’. Cognitive behavioural therapy involves elements of both 
cognitive and behavioural change, including cognitive restructuring of negative 
thoughts, and combatting thought distortions resulting from the trauma (Dass-
Brailsford, 2007, pp. 54-55). Changes in Susan’s thinking (cognition) about self, 
world and future are evident over the course of the novel, although–true to 
psychoanalytic theory – the real shifts are emotional, and do not occur at the level of 
conscious cognition until unconscious conflicts have been revealed. In Susan’s story, 
dealing with the surfacing of unconscious material also crucially involves the body.  
Somatic approaches 
Somatic approaches to trauma recovery emphasise the body over the mind. These 
approaches recognise the role of autonomic arousal, or ‘the flight-or-fight response’, 
in the initial response to both the traumatic events and the reliving of the traumatic 
events. In a way, the somatic approach is the flipside of the cognitive approach: 
rather than attempting to calm the body by addressing the cognitions, somatic 
approaches attempt to calm and alter the body directly and assume cognition will fall 
into line. Somatic approaches include breath retraining, progressive relaxation, yoga, 
meditation, massage, exercise such as walking or swimming, Eye Movement 
Desensitisation and Reprocessing (EMDR), and various forms of neurobiological re-
patterning including Neurolinguistic Programming (NLP). All three characters in 
‘The Child Pose’ who attempt to help Susan through a deliberate therapeutic process 
use somatic approaches: the ‘baby psychologist’ recommends swimming and rest; 
Maddy uses yoga and massage; and Mathieson employs an NLP technique.  
Commonalities in successful therapy for trauma 
A number of researchers have found that therapies with different theoretical bases 
(psychodynamic, cognitive behavioural, or somatic) produce similar positive 
outcomes for anxiety and depression. These researchers suggest that some benefits of 
therapy may be due to ‘non-specific therapeutic factors’ rather than specific 
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therapeutic techniques. If positive change can occur through the interaction of client, 
therapist, and therapeutic situation, regardless of the theoretical orientation of 
therapy, this provides strong justification for the idea that nature, in place of a human 
therapist, might catalyse and support a person’s recovery from trauma. The next 
section uses a respected meta-analysis of ‘how therapy works’ as a tool for 
comparing the usual process of therapy with a human therapist, and Susan’s 
therapeutic relationship with the nonhuman natural world.   
In their landmark study, Lisa Grencavage and John Norcross (1990) 
performed a meta-analysis of fifty published reports in which researchers had 
attempted to identify non-specific therapeutic factors related to successful outcomes 
across a number of types of therapy. Grencavage and Norcross (1990) classified 
these factors into five categories: client characteristics, therapist qualities, change 
processes, treatment structure, and relationship elements.  
Client characteristics 
The three most commonly-identified client characteristics that helped to predict 
successful outcomes across the studies were a high level of initial distress or 
incongruency on the part of the client, active help-seeking behaviour, and the client’s 
level of hope or positive expectations of recovery. These qualities clearly relate to 
Susan in ‘The Child Pose’. When the reader encounters Susan at the beginning of the 
novel she is highly anxious, hypervigilant and depressed, and is distressed by 
symptoms she experiences as incongruent and considers inappropriate. She actively 
seeks help through her retreat to Stillwater and attempts to reach the rock pool. Her 
conversations with the counsellor and later with Brendan indicate that she hopes for 
recovery as a result of her help-seeking.  
Therapist qualities 
It may seem a stretch to translate the six therapist qualities most frequently 
mentioned in the fifty studies from human therapists to nature as therapist. However, 
if we understand the therapist not as expert holder of knowledge (a traditional view 
of the doctor or healer) but as a catalyst or coach who helps the client to access her 
own knowledge, wisdom, creativity, resilience and resources, it is easier to see 
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parallels between a client’s relationship with a human therapist and Susan’s 
relationship with the natural world at Stillwater.  
Most studies surveyed by Grencavage and Norcross (1990) mention ‘general 
positive descriptors’ of the therapist; for example, Rosenweig (1936) attributes 
healing value to the ‘indefinable effect of the therapist’s personality’. The uniqueness 
of a human therapist’s personality parallels the uniqueness of a place like Stillwater: 
the beneficial effects of this uniqueness in a therapeutic encounter are ineffable yet 
are experienced as real. The second most frequently cited therapist characteristic is 
the ability to cultivate the client’s hope and enhance her expectations of recovery. It 
is clear from the beginning of the novel, as Susan is speaking with the Employee 
Assistance Counsellor, that she hopes returning to Stillwater and accessing the 
natural environment there will aid her recovery from trauma: 
‘When did you last take a holiday?’ 
‘Nobody in mental health takes holidays.’ 
‘You know how bad that sounds?’ 
‘I know. We had a week at the coast when Caitlin was two.’ 
‘Two years ago? Take some leave. Is there some special place, away from 
all this?’  
Of course there was. There always had been. 
The third, fourth and sixth therapist characteristics—warmth and positive 
regard, empathic understanding, and acceptance—are at first glance harder to 
attribute to nature than to a human therapist. However, the idea of nonhuman 
subjectivity—the possibility that a place might have agency, and a form of intention 
toward humans—is accepted in transpersonal psychology, embraced by many if not 
most non-Western cultures, and common in literature. These important issues will be 
discussed shortly. 
The fifth therapist characteristic is described as ‘socially sanctioned healer’: 
successful therapeutic relationships are characterised by the therapist having a 
recognised role in society as a healer. The idea that natural places have a role in 
mental health is a core tenet in the fields of transpersonal psychology, ecopsychology 
and ecotherapy, and has currency in popular discourse. The physically and mentally 
therapeutic qualities of seaside resorts are well-established to the point of cliché, at 
least since the time of Queen Victoria (a great believer in the benefits of ‘sea-
bathing’). A quiet beachside town would in modern parlance be seen as a holiday 
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destination, a retreat from ‘the rat race’, a place for rest and revitalisation 
(‘recharging one’s batteries’), potentially a place for new and healthier beginnings 
(the much-vaunted ‘sea change’). Susan’s belief in the therapeutic potential of the 
place is what draws her there, and the developer Mathieson seeks to exploit the same 
qualities by turning the town into a resort for stressed city professionals: 
‘Look, Maddy, if I didn’t appreciate this place, would I be here?’ 
Mathieson spreads his hands. ‘I care about people. I want to create 
beautiful, functional, luxurious human environments where people can be 
calm, relaxed, and content. People like Susan.’ His smile rains over her 
like a benediction. ‘Work stress – it’s the modern epidemic, isn’t it? I’m 
practically building a hospital here.’  
Dyan has turned to Stillwater as a healing place after the loss of her husband, 
and her convalescent daughter comes there on discharge from hospital. Max, who 
lives with psychosis, makes his home on the island, in daily communion with the 
natural environment. Stillwater is marked by a lack of what we normally think of as 
medical services (housed in buildings, staffed by humans). Mathieson suggests Susan 
should take up residence and practice as a psychiatrist in Stillwater, but she never 
expresses any serious intention of doing so. The text implies that if the place is 
allowed to exercise its faculties as healer, additional human therapists may be 
redundant. 
Change processes 
Grencavage and Norcross’ third category of therapeutic commonalities deals with 
change processes or change principles, broadly defined as ‘transtheoretical means by 
which change occurs in psychotherapy’ (p. 374). Twenty-eight commonalities fall 
under this category, and the authors identify sixteen of the most frequently-cited. The 
most common is the potential for catharsis, also called emotional ventilation, 
expression, dramatic relief, tension release, or abreaction. Clients are said to 
experience relief and comfort through the ventilation of their problems and negative 
emotions. In most contemporary mental health therapies (in contrast to earlier 
models of psychoanalysis, where the process was expected to take years), there is a 
sense that therapy is time-limited: that at some point the client will have recovered 
sufficiently from trauma to move on with life and will no longer require the 
therapist’s support. There is a parallel to be drawn between the idea of the major 
therapeutic breakthrough, turning point, or epiphany, that enables the therapeutic 
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process to conclude, and the modern Western model of storytelling in which the 
climax enables the resolution or end of the story.  
Susan has a number of small moments of catharsis or emotional expression 
(for example when she swears at the hospital registrar, walks out of various social 
situations, throws a sugar bowl at Brendan, and ‘pushes back’ in the Royal 
Commission). However, the catharsis that finally brings about healing is her most 
direct and dramatic encounter with nature – the afternoon she surrenders to death by 
walking into the cyclone and is swept away by the sea, to find herself in the rock 
pool at dawn. In its ‘management’ of this catharsis, the natural world at Stillwater 
closely resembles a skilful therapist: no matter how powerful the negative emotions 
expressed by the client, the therapist is able to provide a psychologically safe 
environment to contain those emotions. Nature reproduces the human therapist’s 
reliability, her refusal to be overwhelmed by the client’s problems, her ability to 
‘hold the client’s hope’ so that in time the client is also able to hope and to cope. By 
returning to sunlit peace after the storm, Stillwater proves to Susan that resilience is 
not only possible but natural – indeed, inevitable, like all nature’s cycles. Change 
occurs constantly, and can be constantly weathered without diminution of spirit. 
Susan learns this wisdom through her own experience interacting with her 
‘therapist’s’ example, just as occurs in more usual client-therapist relationships. This 
is an instance of what Grencavage and Norcross term ‘therapist modelling’. It can 
also be viewed as ‘desensitisation’, ‘success and mastery experience’, 
‘feedback/reality testing’, ‘foster insight/awareness’, and ‘emotional and 
interpersonal learning’, in the terms of other change processes named under this 
category of non-specific therapeutic factors. 
A more radical understanding of what happens to Susan in this moment of 
catharsis is provided through an analysis of what changes for her as a subject, in 
encountering the ‘othered subjectivity’ of the cyclone. This will be addressed shortly.  
Treatment structure 
The fourth category of non-specific therapeutic factors or commonalities identified 
by Grencavage and Norcross relates to treatment structure. Regardless of the ‘brand’ 
of therapy practised by the therapist, some characteristics of treatment structure are 
mentioned frequently across the fifty studies. Some of the factors identified under 
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this heading might be categorised differently when considering a nonhuman 
therapist: for example ‘a healing setting’ becomes redundant when therapist and 
setting are the same. ‘Adherence to theory’, ‘provision of information’, ‘explanation 
of client’s and therapist’s roles’, ‘provision of rationale’, and ‘exploration of 
emotional issues’, are all aspects of sense-making within a therapeutic relationship. 
In a human therapist-client relationship, therapy is at least partly structured through 
the co-creation of a story that helps the client make sense of her problems, gain 
control, and take positive steps to solve them. While therapist and client have access 
to the language that enables them to work explicitly with stories, they do not always 
describe what they are doing as story-making (except when the therapist identifies as 
a practitioner of narrative therapy). 
In the nonhuman therapist-client relationship represented in ‘The Child Pose’, 
Susan and her ‘therapist’ do not directly share language in order to structure therapy 
through co-created stories. Nevertheless, stories are fundamental to Susan’s distress, 
and the reworking of stories through her interaction with Stillwater ultimately 
enables her recovery. The story of Tyla’s death, in which the media has cast Susan as 
principal villain, initially preoccupies her as she interacts alone with the natural 
world (looking at the moon, swimming to the island). However, her present 
experience of being at Stillwater increasingly allows other stories of unresolved loss 
to surface (her relationship with Astrid, glimpses of her lonely and stressful 
childhood, her growing distance from her husband). Just as a therapist provides 
another presence, a person with her own stories that might be partially shared when 
appropriate, so Stillwater has stories to which Susan has partial access (the fossil 
record of Fossil Bluff, the geological history of how the volcano created the island 
and the causeway, creation stories of the Indigenous inhabitants of the island, the 
settler story of Maddy’s family). The turning point in Susan’s recovery occurs when 
she finally gains access to a defining story in her subjectivity – her mother’s attempt 
to murder her at age nine – and is able to interpret this story in a new way because of 
her therapeutic relationship with place.  
Therapeutic relationship 
The fifth category of commonalities relates to the therapeutic relationship. The three 
most frequent commonalities identified across the fifty studies are ‘development of 
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an alliance/relationship (general)’, ‘engagement’ and ‘transference’. Susan considers 
herself to have developed a relationship with the natural world (not the human 
community) at Stillwater, initially in childhood and now in adulthood, and she 
consciously expects this relationship to be therapeutic. She argues with Brendan, 
when he urges her to return to work, since – despite a lack of tangible progress–she 
feels herself to be engaged in a therapeutic process at Stillwater: 
Not for the first time she pictures the old man’s shack on the island. No 
mortgages, no school fees, no reputation to protect or career milestones to 
achieve. No husband to satisfy, no child to attend to. Just sunrise and 
sunset, the ebb and flow of the tide.  
Brendan takes a steadying breath. ‘How much longer do you think you’re 
going to need?’ 
She’s instantly irritated again. ‘I don’t know. A while.’ 
‘What for?’ 
‘To get my head together. Think things through.’ 
‘What things? What is there to think about? What happened happened, you 
can’t go back and change it.’ 
‘I know.’ 
‘Do you? You seem to be looking for a new angle or waiting for a 
revelation, like it’s a problem that needs solving. It doesn’t need solving, 
Suze, it’s over.’ 
‘It doesn’t feel over… maybe that’s what I have to do at Stillwater. Find 
my way to accepting that what’s done is done.’ 
Engagement is a simple enough concept, but transference is more complex 
and specific to psychology (particularly psychodynamic approaches). While 
Grencavage and Norcross do not discuss the mechanisms of transference, these are 
explored in great (occasionally conflicting) detail elsewhere in the literature of 
psychotherapy (Oelsner, 2013). In essence, transference is the process by which the 
client redirects emotions about one person onto another. Freud (1912) considered 
transference essential to psychodynamic work, since it enables both client and 
therapist to ‘see’ the client’s emotions toward a significant other (typically parent or 
partner) as these emotions are projected onto the therapist (Ragland-Sullivan, 1995). 
Countertransference refers to the therapist’s emotional reactions to the patient, that 
the therapist should analyse in order to understand what emotions the patient is 
unconsciously trying to elicit. In ‘The Child Pose’, transference is at work when 
Susan (as an adult) seeks from Stillwater the safety, reassurance and nurturance she 
would have liked to receive (as a child) from her mother. Like a good therapist, 
Stillwater does not act out a countertransference reaction to Susan but accepts and 
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contains her emotions, enabling her to weather them and eventually to recover from 
her traumatic experience.  
Recovery from trauma as a reconstitution of subjectivity 
A non-alienated subject  
In Chapter One, I referred to the Lacanian concept of the twice-split and therefore 
profoundly alienated subject: the subject who is first split off from the surrounding 
world by perceiving the image of her own body as a seemingly separate whole, and 
then split between the I who is and the I who thinks through the realisation that 
consciousness is not the body: the spectral image is both ‘me’ and ‘not me’ (Bailly, 
2009). Trauma, I argue, is re-traumatization – the reawakening of the original loss 
experience that constitutes the formation of the subject. Recovery from trauma, or 
the process of healing for the subject, must do more than simply restore the subject to 
its previous state: alienated but not consciously distressed by this alienation. Rather, 
a genuine healing process must reconstitute subjectivity to be more resilient, less 
vulnerable to future trauma. Fiction provides the opportunity to elucidate the nature 
of trauma as it affects subjectivity. Healing may be seen as a reconstitution of 
subjectivity in a different way – in the case of ‘The Child Pose’, through the 
individual’s interaction with the natural world. 
 If split or alienated subjectivity is considered in terms of ‘duality’, 
transpersonal psychologists offer an alternative form of subjectivity that embraces 
‘nonduality’. Nonduality is defined by John Davis (2011) as ‘a self-identity in which 
separating boundaries no longer isolate one from other expressions of Being’ (p. 
137). Davis, as an ecopsychologist, relates this form of identity specifically to the 
natural world: 
Ecopsychology is based on the recognition of a fundamental nonduality 
between humans and nature and on the insight that the failure to 
experience, value, and act from this nonduality creates suffering for both 
humans and the environment (p. 140). 
Though this tenet of ecopsychology may seem calm and cerebral when phrased in 
Davis’ terms, the experience of nonduality is the radical and cathartic breakthrough 
in Susan’s recovery from her most recent trauma, her childhood trauma, and the 
original trauma of subject formation:  
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Her body is melting. Her clothes are so soaked that cloth is skin; just a 
wet membrane between the water inside her body and the wet world 
outside. As the membrane becomes irrelevant, dissolves, she feels 
herself a fluid consciousness sliding untouched through water, among 
tree trunks, beneath low branches, flowing to the sea. 
She reaches the edge of the forest and looks across the beach. The 
island is almost invisible: it comes in distant grey glimpses through 
billowing sheets of water. Stepping out of the tree-line she closes her 
eyes against the blast of wet sand. Now she’s blind, deafened by the roar 
of the wind, holding a hand over her nose and mouth to breathe. It’s not 
so much darker with her eyes closed, now that day is night, now all the 
world is close cloud and driving rain. It’s hard to walk across the wind 
and she feels herself being pushed along the beach, bowling like a 
spinifex head.  
She can’t hear the sea, and only knows she’s reached it when the sting 
of sand against her legs becomes the heavier punch of waves. Then she 
slits her eyes open to see the island dead ahead, waves washing as high 
as her knees as she wades out along the causeway. It should be low tide 
and the causeway should be sand but it’s water, the storm surge pushing 
waves in angry peaks from both sides to smash together in the middle. 
Choppy: axe-blows against her shins. She’ll be cut down like a blue 
gum, all her weight and age and silence no defence against such fury. 
She won’t make it to the rock pool.  
I’ll catch you up. 
The seventh wave hits her at hip level and there’s no resisting it even if 
she wanted to, she doesn’t try and is washed off her feet, off the 
causeway and she’s swimming, she’s on her back floating and rippling 
and safe and she’s only water anyway and she’s Astrid and Tyla and 
Letycia and her mother and everything else.  
Philosopher Ken Wilber (1996) suggests that the total loss of a sense of 
psychological boundedness is ‘psychotic’, which is a fair point. At this stage in 
Susan’s story, it might be assumed that all she has achieved is surrender to the death 
drive: that the stressors in her life have overwhelmed her subjectivity, and what she 
seeks in the cyclone is the jouissance (pain-pleasure) of total dissolution. This might 
be Lacan’s own interpretation; as his theory is much stronger on explaining 
psychopathology than on proposing pathways to recovery. But the narrative of ‘The 
Child Pose’ embraces the idea that a ‘break down’ may be a ‘breakthrough’: that the 
jouissance of satisfying the death drive need not be an end in itself, as it may have 
been for Susan’s mother and for Owen Winslow. Instead, surrendering to the death 
drive may be a healing experience, a temporary ‘madness’ or dissolution of 
boundaries that is necessary if the subject is to be reconstituted in a healthier, more 
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resilient because no-longer-alienated state. With the sunrise, Susan discovers herself 
alive in the womb-like embrace of the rock pool (the reliable therapist still holding 
her hope), and finds that she sees, feels and breathes the world, her past and herself, 
differently:  
Easy enough to slip out of the pool through the gap in the wall. It 
seems larger now; perhaps the storm tide has shifted some of the 
boulders. Beyond, her feet don’t touch the sea floor: she’s floating in the 
middle of the ocean all alone. She breathes. There’s no constriction: her 
lungs are as big as a whale’s. 
She begins to swim. 
 ‘Make me one with everything’? 
As suggested by Wilber (1996), nonduality does not inherently imply a state of 
mental health. The dissolution of boundaries may lead to confusion, psychosis, what 
Fox (1995) refers to as a ‘homogenous mush’ (p. 232)8. However, various writers 
have argued along the lines that ‘When the separate identity, with its filters and 
expectations based on personal needs, history, cognitive schemata, and the like, is 
not reified or identified with, the world appears to us as more vivid and vital’ (Davis, 
2011, pp. 140-141). Zimmerman suggests: 
In the moment of releasement, enlightenment, or authenticity, things do not 
dissolve into an undifferentiated mass. Instead, they stand out or reveal 
themselves in their own unique mode of Being (cited in Fox, 1995, p. 239).  
The other problem with what Davis describes as ‘conceiving of nature as an 
expanded and more-inclusive self’ (2011, p. 139) is the colonial overtones of such a 
conception. Is Self to colonise or engulf all that was previously Other? A client and a 
human therapist connect and share through the therapeutic process, and arguably 
both emerge changed by the relationship, without ultimately encompassing or 
eclipsing one another. Similarly, I argue that the expanded and connected 
subjectivity Susan gains through the therapeutic process is attained without denying 
or compromising the subject position of the natural world (functioning in this 
relationship as therapist), which is indeed necessary to the narrative of her recovery.  
                                                 
8
 It is difficult to avoid the image of a similar “mush” when reading of Timothy Morton’s concept of 
“the mesh”: “a vast, sprawling mesh of interconnection without a definite centre or edge. It is radical 
intimacy, coexistence with other beings, sentient or otherwise” (2009, p. 8). 
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Othered subjectivity 
Grencavage and Norcross do not explicitly formulate their meta-analysis of the role 
of the therapist in the therapeutic process in terms of subjectivity. However, their 
analysis conforms to a model in which healing occurs at a dynamic nexus between 
the client’s subjectivity, the therapist’s subjectivity, and each party’s understanding 
of the other as subject. If the experience of subjectivity is attested to in Descartes’s 
maxim ‘I think, therefore I am’, each party’s apprehension of the other in a 
therapeutic dyad may be summarized as ‘She is, therefore she thinks’.   
 While we may have the capacity to imagine – at least as a theoretical reality – 
the subjectivity of another person, prevailing Western views of the natural world do 
not routinely privilege a concept of nonhuman subjectivity. The capacity to imagine 
such subjectivities has been largely the domain of literature, and of ecocritical 
scholarship, which offers a number of useful studies of subjectivity in relation to 
land, sea and animals.  
The picturesque versus dwelling 
Ecocritic Jonathan Bate seeks to show how language, being the primary tool and 
product of the separation of subject from object (‘thinking mind’ from thought-on 
substance), also has the power of reintegration or reconciliation between the two. 
Bate discusses William Wordsworth’s poem, ‘Lines Written a Few Miles Above 
Tintern Abbey’, describing the natural environment in terms evocative of Lacan’s 
pre-Symbolic state of wholeness:  
The memory of the Wye valley teaches the poet that all ‘things’, even 
apparently dead matter such as earth and rock, have a life, an animating 
spirit. We may call this pantheism… Or we may call it a recognition of 
what in our time the ecologist James Lovelock has called the Gaia 
hypothesis, the idea that the whole earth is a single vast, living, breathing 
ecosystem (Bate, 2000, p. 148). 
Bate conceptualises the poem as a reaction against the ‘picturesque’ 
consciousness that in Wordsworth’s time was channelling Romantic thought into 
thoughtless tourism. When the emphasis is on picturesque landscapes, ‘the traveller 
is the subject, the environment he visits the object’ (p. 142). Wordsworth’s poem 
represents a refusal on the part of the poet to carve the world into subject and object:  
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Is a river or a plant the object of thought or is it itself a thinking thing? 
Wordsworth says that it is both and that the distinction between subject 
and object is a murderous dissection (p. 147).  
While for the picturesque theorist, human consciousness is not part of nature but 
rather the perceiving, divided eye (I) that stands above and apart from its prospect, 
‘the converse position is that of Wordsworth’s ecopoetic: ‘the mind of man’ can be 
part of nature… Lines… offers not a view in the manner of the picturesque, but an 
exploration of the inter-relatedness of perception and creation, a meditation on the 
networks that link mental and environmental space’ (p. 148).  
Bate points to John Keats’ poem, ‘To Autumn’, as going even further to 
interassimilate the narrator with his surroundings – in Lacanian terms, to reproduce 
the pre-mirror stage state of unified being. There is no ‘I’ and no Other in this poem: 
self is dissolved in the environment (p. 107). ‘Indeed, environment is probably the 
wrong word, because it presupposes an image of man at the centre, surrounded by 
things; ecosystem is the better word exactly because an ecosystem does not have a 
centre, it is a network of relations’ (p. 107).  
According to Bate’s analysis:  
The origins of the conservation movement may be traced back to the 
principles of picturesque tourism. .. organisations such as the National 
Trust were formed for the purpose of protecting the most celebrated 
picturesque spots… Proponents of the establishment of a system of 
English and Welsh National Parks did not base their arguments on a 
theory of nature’s rights. Rather, they argued from human needs. To look 
at a lake or walk on a mountain makes us feel relaxed; the encounter with 
nature is a form of recreation, all the more necessary because of the stress 
and alienation of urban modernity. So the argument went. … (p. 132). 
While Bate refers to ‘the psychological work which nature can do for 
alienated urban man’ (p. 146), he rejects what he sees as the exploitative motivation 
of the picturesque. An attitude that values the picturesque results from asserting a 
distinction between subject and object, the gazer and the gazed-upon, and thus 
maintaining the alienation of human mind from natural world. 
A number of writers from both the ecocritical and ecopsychological 
perspectives have identified the problem that people who value the picturesque may 
do so at the expense of the ecological. The residents of one Scottish island objected 
to the establishment of a windfarm (which would provide energy without producing 
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greenhouse gas emissions) on the grounds it would ‘spoil the view’ (Garrard, 2012). 
It is common for well-off second-home owners in coastal towns to object to further 
development in their area on ecological grounds, while driving high-emission four 
wheel drive vehicles; the implication is that they wish to preserve their lifestyle in 
picturesque, local surroundings with no genuine concern for either local or global 
ecology (Morton, 2007). Ecological psychologists David Holland-Smith, Aharon 
Love and Ross Lorimer (2013) have identified a similar issue among surfers: the 
overwhelming majority of their sample valued being able to use the natural 
environment to gain enjoyment (surfing), but were untroubled by more distal 
negative impacts of their enjoyment, for example through toxic materials used in 
surfing equipment manufacture. They stated, in fact, that they would be unwilling to 
give up the sport even at the cost of the environment in which it is pursued.   
So while visiting or living in picturesque places may be experienced as 
enjoyable and stress-reducing, the attitude of ‘looking at Nature’ is a tourist’s 
attitude. It is essentially private, individual, exploits natural places for short-term 
physical/emotional/psychological gain, and fails to engage with the underlying and 
far-reaching implications of place that are the real concerns of ecology.   
For Bate, the antidote to the picturesque lies in a fundamentally different way 
of relating to nature–a different way of seeing and being that reduces, elides, and 
ultimately reconciles, subject and object: 
The crucial move here is the idea of quieting the eye, giving up on the 
picturesque quest for mastery over a landscape, and submitting instead 
to an inner vision which enables one to ‘see into the life of things’ (p. 
146).  
Bate’s point here relates to Heidegger’s notion of dwelling, a restoration to a 
state of ‘being-at-home-in-the-world’ (Bate, 2000, p. 109). Rather than viewing 
nature from a distance, to reassure ourselves that it’s still ‘over there’, Bate returns 
repeatedly to the concept of being ‘attuned’ to the Earth (p. 262), being in it and 
listening to it: ‘The impossible task of the ecopoet is to speak the silence of the 
place’ (p. 151). For Bate, dwelling is auditory-tactile rather than visual: ‘Where the 
picturesque looks, the ecopoetic connects’ (p. 145).  
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The therapeutic relationship as dwelling 
Susan’s attitude to Stillwater is not that of a tourist, although she is a visitor. She 
does not gaze on the ‘landscape’ from a removed vantage point, valuing only the 
picturesque surface as illustrated on Mathieson’s billboard. Rather, she dwells in and 
listens to the nonhuman natural world, easily slipping back into the alert, attuned 
state in which she explored the beaches, the creeks, the rock pool, as a child. Some 
sounds, such as the ‘cracks and pops… small liquid noises’ of the Talking Mud she 
indeed hears as the voice of place: 
hundreds of tiny voices shouting and whispering to each other in a 
language she didn’t know. Even now, though it’s pointless, she finds 
herself straining to understand what’s being said. Sometimes she almost 
gets it. 
As she walks on the beach, swims in the sea and the rock pool, wades up the 
creek, studies the fossils in Fossil Bluff, and contemplates the Blowhole, Susan is 
constantly aware of the identity and agency of flora, fauna and the forces of wind and 
water–without attempting to anthropomorphise these. Her openness to encountering 
and appreciating the natural world as it is, rather than attempting to change it (like 
Mathieson), profit by it (like Stuart) or consume it (like the anglers Maddy 
challenges for taking undersized fish) is the quality that enables Susan to benefit 
therapeutically from the relationship. Ultimately Susan is able to dwell in a 
therapeutic relationship with the nonhuman natural world, to be supported in her 
recovery from trauma as if by a human therapist, because she intrinsically accepts the 
subjectivity of the nonhuman – in Lacan’s terms, the subjectivity of the other.  
Non-Western perceptions of subjectivity in nature 
Extensive anthropological discussion of non-Western notions of the subjectivity of 
the natural world is beyond the scope of the current paper. In this area, the thesis is 
confined to acknowledging that nonhuman subjectivity, which in Western discourse 
is generally limited to Romantic poets and their ilk, is not at all strange or fanciful to 
many (if not most) non-Western societies. Beyond a ‘sense of the self’, subjectivity 
implies the capacity for agency and intentionality towards other selves or subjects. 
Anthropologist Deborah Rose Bird clearly discerns this belief in the subjectivity of 
places among the Aboriginal groups with whom she researched the book Nourishing 
Terrains: 
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From my studies with Aboriginal people I have developed a definition of 
country which starts with the idea that country, to use the philosopher’s 
term, is a nourishing terrain. Country is a place that gives and receives life. 
Not just imagined or represented, it is lived in and lived with. 
Country in Aboriginal English is not only a common noun but also a 
proper noun. People talk about country in the same way that they would 
talk about a person: they speak to country, sing to country, visit country, 
worry about country, feel sorry for country, and long for country. People 
say that country knows, hears, smells, takes notice, takes care, is sorry or 
happy (Bird, 1996, p. 3). 
Matthew Dhulumburrk of Milingimbi tells Bird about ‘sea country’, 
explaining that to his people the sea is not the insentient element of conventional 
Western ontology, but a subject:   
The reason we want to close the seas is: the earth is not empty. The reason 
why we are closing the seas and the land, offshore two kilometres, even 
though it is not good enough, is that the earth and the sea, the water is not 
empty … We got something in it, we always have it and we’ll be having it 
all the time … The land and the sea not empty sheds that man has built. 
There’s something in it (p. 8). 
Just as Bate (2000) contrasts the notion of the picturesque landscape (object) with the 
idea of dwelling (one subject interacting with another), Bird perceives a vital 
distinction between non-Indigenous ideas of landscape as object and the Aboriginal 
conception of country as subject: 
Country must also be contrasted with landscape as that term has developed 
in some arenas, for the term ‘landscape’ signals a distance between the 
place, feature, or monument and the person or society which considers its 
existence. One can ask questions about what people will choose to 
conserve in a given landscape. One can ask questions about the 
multiplicity of values that a landscape has for people. But these questions 
cannot readily be asked within an Aboriginal concept of country because 
country has its own life, its own imperatives, of which humans are only 
one aspect (p.10). 
Non-Indigenous thinkers may relate more easily to the concept of the 
subjectivity of places in Aboriginal thought by recognising the link between places 
and creation in Aboriginal origin stories. Since creator spirits, termed ‘Dreamings’ in 
Bird’s book, are almost always either male or female, places are now understood to 
be gendered: 
Dreamings travelled; they were sometimes in human form, and sometimes 
in animal or other form. But whatever the form, they were almost 
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inevitably either male or female. Dreaming men and women sometimes 
walked separately and thus created gendered places. There are now 
women’s places and men’s places: places which are associated with one or 
the other because Dreaming made it that way (p. 36).  
If the nonhuman possesses subjectivity, it follows that the nonhuman is also 
capable of agency and intentionality towards human beings. This belief is certainly 
expressed in the rituals performed by Aboriginal peoples in order to communicate 
with country, for example through so-called rituals of increase (pp. 56-57) and 
through the practice of ‘singing out’ to country to explain one’s presence and 
intentions, and sometimes to enlist specific aid (p. 54-61). 
Susan is not an Indigenous person, and is aware of her outsider status in 
relation to the Indigenous people living on the island. Part of the aim of ‘The Child 
Pose’ as a novel is to encourage non-Indigenous Australians to consider notions of 
nonhuman subjectivity, agency and intentionality in order to promote ecological 
responsibility. By positioning Stillwater and Susan in a therapeutic relationship, I 
encourage an imagining of human-nonhuman relations that neither ignores nor 
attempts to appropriate Indigenous understandings of place
9
. The text constructs 
Stillwater as a place which is conscious of Susan, comprehends her needs, and at 
some level intends the support and nurturance she experiences there. I argue that 
such a specific representation of nonhuman subjectivity welcoming and assisting 
human subjectivity is rare in fiction (certainly in adult fiction), and constitutes an 
original contribution to Australian literature.  
  
                                                 
9
 The possibility of non-Indigenous belonging that does not further colonise or oppress Indigenous 
Australians is an intriguing and topical question that I intend to pursue in future research. 
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CHAPTER THREE: TELLING RECOVERY 
 
 What specific techniques of fiction writing, in the context of contemporary 
ecocriticism and ecowriting, help to create and illuminate a narrative of 
recovery from trauma? 
 
So far, we have looked at ways in which ‘The Child Pose’ combines perspectives 
from ecocritical literary theory and clinical psychology to assist in the construction 
of a narrative of trauma, and ways in which nature is positioned as a catalyst for 
therapeutic change in place of a human therapist. Chapter Three delves more deeply 
into the techniques of fiction writing used to create and illuminate this narrative of 
recovery from trauma, framing the investigation in terms of Brooks’s psychoanalytic 
approach to storytelling. Brooks’s theory emphasises what he calls ‘the dynamics of 
plot’, particularly the idea that the whole story is charged and driven by its ending. 
This chapter leads into a final chapter that revisits the Lacanian notion of jouissance 
in relation to the endings of stories. The final chapter contextualises ‘The Child Pose’ 
among four other Australian novels that end with subjectivity being transformed 
through interaction with the nonhuman natural world. ‘The Child Pose’ is unique 
among these novels in portraying transformation as recovery (the reconstitution of 
the ecological subject) rather than death.  
Psychodynamics of plot 
Plot becomes, for Brooks, kinetic rather than static, a desire machine 
designed and intended to adapt itself to the tensions inherent in the human 
condition, caught as we are between an often obscure yet powerful past 
wherein the origins of desire are buried, and a desired future that takes its 
shape from the past and present (Rickard, 1994, p. 3).  
Brooks is interested in ‘narrative as a form of explanation and understanding’ 
(Brooks, 1992, p. 47), in literature as in psychotherapy. Both Brooks and Freud 
interweave three narratives throughout their work, often using one as a metaphor for 
another: the narrative of a story (fiction), the narrative of psychotherapy, and the 
narrative of life. Brooks summarizes Freud’s understanding of these three narratives 
69 
 
thus: ‘Mens sana in fabula sana: mental health is a coherent life story, neurosis is a 
faulty narrative’ (Brooks, 1992, p. 49). In each of the three narratives, Brooks says, 
meaning is generated by ‘epistemophilia’: the instinct for knowledge, the desire to 
know (Rickard, 1994, p. 5). This desire to know has two distinct foci–the past, and 
the future–and the space between, called by Freud Zwischenrich (‘intermediate 
region’) and by Barthes ‘dilatory space’, is where plot plays out. 
Desire to know the past 
The desire to uncover the past, to understand past causes that have led to current 
effects, is the classic focus of psychoanalytic therapy. Exploiting this desire in the 
reader is also a classic technique for creating mystery and tension in fiction: 
epitomised, as Brooks points out, in detective fiction, in which Freud himself took a 
keen interest (Brooks, 1992, pp. 269-270; Brooks, 1994, p. 49): 
Faced with fragmentary evidence, clues scattered within present reality, he 
[sic] who would explain must reach back to a story in the past which 
accounts for how the present took on its configuration (Brooks, 1994, p. 
270). 
Freud’s formulation of the psychic conflicts of infancy was developed by Lacan, as 
we have seen, into the theory of the split subject, but the early age at which the 
subject is constituted causes the mirror stage itself to become ‘an irretrievable primal 
scene’ (Rickard, 1992, p. 7). Later traumas that echo the original traumatic loss may, 
however, adversely affect the subject’s life and thus become the focus of therapy. 
Similarly, in fiction, it is not the protagonist’s experience of subject formation that 
interests writer and reader (since, according to Lacan, that is a universal experience 
rather than one unique to the character), but subsequent events that have shaped who 
the character is, how she behaves, the circumstances in which she finds herself at the 
beginning of the novel, and so on: 
Narrative would seem to claim overt authority for its origin, for a ‘primal 
scene’ from which – as from the scene of the crime in the detective story – 
‘reality’ assumes narratability, the signifying chain is established (Brooks, 
1992, p. 96). 
At the same time, Brooks acknowledges a tension between whether it is the story’s 
beginning that lends the narrative ‘authority’, or its end. 
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Desire to know the future 
In a continuing equation of the narrative of psychoanalysis and the narrative of 
fiction, Brooks describes plot as a ‘process that works through the problem of desire 
gone wrong and brings it to its cure’ (1992, p. 9). Just as the ending sought for 
psychoanalysis is healing of the subject (Freud called psychoanalysis ‘the Talking 
Cure’), so a story is seen as moving towards an ending that resolves tension, 
achieving some new equilibrium vis-à-vis the beginning. Fascinatingly, John Rickard 
(1994) in summarising Brooks’s theory describes the end of a story as the ‘death of 
the plot’ (p. 5), again knitting together Freud’s ‘death drive and Lacan’s jouissance 
with both the idea of cure and the idea of ending. Brooks explains that it is the 
ending of the story (like the ending of psychoanalysis, and the ending of life) that 
charges the whole story with significance: we believe we are being told things (or 
experiencing events) because they will be shown to be important, in the light of the 
end. 
The sense of a beginning, then, must in some important way be determined 
by the sense of an ending. We might say that we are able to read present 
moments – in literature and, by extension, in life – as endowed with 
narrative meaning only because we read them in anticipation of the 
structuring power of those endings that will retrospectively give them the 
order and significance of plot (Brooks, 1992, p. 94). 
Brooks argues that the passion for meaning is ultimately desire for the end (1992, p. 
94). He outlines two types of novel: one in which the ending of the story is a literal 
death (as in the ‘popular proto-novelistic form’ of the Newgate biography, and the 
nineteenth-century death-bed scene), and one in which the ending is a ‘simulacrum’ 
of death, such as ‘some end to a period, an arrest’ (p. 95). In each case, the ending of 
the novel provides ‘a key moment of summing-up and transmission’ (p. 95). Brooks 
cites theorists Frank Kermode and Jessica Benjamin as each coming separately to the 
same conclusion: that ‘we seek in narrative fictions the knowledge of death which in 
our own lives is denied to us’ (p. 95). Because in life we are always ‘‘in the middest’, 
without direct knowledge of origin or endpoint’, we seek ‘the imaginative 
equivalents of closure that will confer significance on experience’ (p. 95).  
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Dilatory space 
Brooks borrows from Roland Barthes the notion of dilatory space between 
beginning and end – ‘the space of retard, postponement, error, and partial 
revelation’ which is also ‘the place of transformation: where the problems posed 
to and by initiatory desire are worked out and worked through (Brooks, 1992, p. 
92). Again it is apparent that this space might describe life, time spent in therapy, 
or the plot of a novel. Freud described transference within therapy as an ‘artificial 
illness’, a kind of laboratory in which ‘a piece of real experience’ can occur under 
controlled conditions and yield learnings applicable to the world beyond (Brooks, 
1994, p. 52). Similarly, Brooks is interested in what can be learned from the 
processes that occur in the ‘laboratory’ of dilatory space between a novel’s 
beginning and end:  
We need to think further about the deathlike ending, its relation to origin, 
and to initiatory desire, and about how the interrelation of the two may 
determine and shape the middle – the ‘dilatory space’ of postponement and 
error – and the kinds of vacillation between illumination and blindness that 
we find there. If in the beginning stands desire, and this shows itself 
ultimately to be desire for the end, between beginning and end stands a 
middle that we feel to be necessary (plots, Aristotle tells us, must be of ‘a 
certain length’) but whose processes, of transformation and working-
through, remain obscure’ (Brooks, 1992, p. 96).  
Brooks goes on to analyse Freud’s essay ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’ in search of 
greater understanding of the ‘processes of transformation and working through’ that 
occur in the body of a novel. Since Brooks’s project does not specifically embrace 
ecocriticism, the current paper diverges from Brooks here to explicate some of these 
‘processes of transformation and working through’ in ‘The Child Pose’ in the light of 
contemporary literary criticism and practice, particularly ecocriticism. In Chapter 
Four we will return to Brooks and the question of endings, specifically revisiting 
Lacan’s notion of jouissance and its relationship with death. 
Techniques for creating and illuminating plot in The Child Pose 
To create the plot of ‘The Child Pose’, a narrative of recovery from trauma in which 
recovery is primarily a function of the character’s subjective interaction with nature, 
I made specific technical choices in relation to tense, point of view, and the use of 
symbols. While ecocritical theory offers a wealth of analysis of the last, for 
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discussion of tense and point of view it was necessary to examine very new and 
emerging research in creative writing theory, and bring back insights to apply to my 
ecowriting endeavour. 
Tense 
Matthew Delconte (2007) identifies simultaneous (or permanent) present tense 
narration as an unusual narrative choice in fiction, and speculates that this is because 
the form imposes two specific restrictions on the storytelling process. Firstly, ‘it is an 
unnatural form of narration, something that doesn't have a clear, real-world 
analogue’ (p. 427). Delconte, however, follows Cohn (1999) in suggesting that the 
same can be said of – for example – narratives told from third person limited point of 
view, and that storytellers should be granted ‘the license to tell a story in an idiom 
that corresponds to no manner of real world, natural Discourse’ (Cohn, 1999, p.105). 
Secondly, simultaneous present tense narration eliminates the time between 
experiencing and telling, and therefore ‘all but prevents retrospective analysis, a 
crucial component of narrative’ (Delconte, 2007, p. 428). The narrator’s 
opportunities for reflection and interpretation of events are severely limited in this 
tense.  
Brooks states that ‘narrative always makes the implicit claim to be in a state 
of repetition, as going over again of a ground already covered’ (1992, p. 97). 
However, simultaneous present tense narration resists or obscures this claim, by 
creating the illusion that events are occurring as they are narrated. Simultaneous 
present tense has been described as a ‘cinematic’ way of telling a story (Pullman, 
2010)
10
. John Updike, well-known for using present tense narration in his ‘Rabbit’ 
novels, says that Rabbit, Run was originally subtitled ‘A Movie’ and that ‘the present 
tense was in part meant to be an equivalent of the cinematic mode of narration’ 
(Updike, 1968). 
I chose simultaneous present tense as a way of insisting on the immediacy of 
events as they take place in the novel. I wanted to avoid a sense that the novel was 
                                                 
10
 Novelist Philip Pullman intensely dislikes the use of present tense narration, comparing it to hand-
held camera work which he finds claustrophobic, monotonous and false. I struggled with similar 
effects of the present tense narrative. However, I felt it was vital to place the reader as close as 
possible to Susan’s subject position, for the reasons explained in the text. 
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recounting events that had happened in the past, with their outcomes determined 
before the reader came on the scene. The choice of present tense was intended to 
engage, and implicate, the reader in Susan’s mental state, her interactions with 
others, her emotional reactions, and the unfolding complexities of her relationship 
with Stillwater, heightening the sense of ‘dilatory space’. Within the novel, Susan 
experiences a series of events that reawaken traumatic memories from before the 
novel opens, and these in turn replicate the original experience of traumatic loss that 
constituted her formation as a subject in infancy. Simultaneous present narration 
allows the reader to experience Susan’s emotions when, for example, she is attacked 
by Dyan, hounded by the press, and eventually forced to confront the repressed 
memory of her mother’s attempt to kill her. These events in turn are used to reveal 
earlier traumatic losses in Susan’s life: being sent to boarding school, her mother’s 
suicide, the loss of Astrid’s friendship, the deaths of Owen Winslow and Tyla 
Aspinall. The intention of these concentric circles of loss is to draw attention to the 
central, original loss which, according to Lacan, forms the subject. Present tense 
narration allows the reader to see Susan reach the point where her subjectivity breaks 
down under the pressure of trauma, and subsequently to see her reconstituted as a 
larger and more stable subject through reconciliation with the natural world.  
Simultaneous present tense also seemed the ideal tense for mimicking the 
reader’s situation in real life, living moment to moment. The reader cannot predict 
the outcomes of her actions as she performs them; she can only hope for positive 
outcomes. Because the novel seeks to engender attitudes and behaviours on the part 
of the reader towards the nonhuman natural world, it is appropriate to position the 
reader within the novel in a way that parallels her position within the narrative of her 
life.  
Point of View 
The choice of a point of view from which to tell the story was another key creative 
decision. One complication of simultaneous present tense narration, identified by 
Delconte (2003), is the difficulty of determining who is narrating the events as they 
unfold, and to whom—who is the narratee? A first person narrative solves the first 
problem, but rarely the second (Delconte cites Walker Percy’s Love in the Ruins as a 
notable exception). A third-person narrative such as J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace, 
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however, leaves the identities of both narrator and narratee undefined. This arguably 
creates a stronger link between author and reader, and serves to implicate the reader 
as the story’s sole narratee, more directly than might be the case in a different form 
of narrative. Delconte (2003) suggests: 
we need to look at ways in which the location of the narratee … draws 
in or alienates the reader and, in turn, investigate the political and 
thematic implications of that positioning (p. 436). 
I made the creative decision to adopt limited third-person point of view as the 
narrative stance for ‘The Child Pose’. It is difficult to imagine a person as reserved as 
Susan sharing her thoughts and feelings through a first-person narration. 
Furthermore, since the plot relies on the device of a repressed memory, a first-person 
narrative position would not readily accommodate Susan’s lack of insight. Limited 
third-person yields many of the benefits of first-person point of view (particularly a 
sense of intimacy), without introducing these problems. Like second-person point of 
view, limited third-person perspective offers the capacity to portray ‘a mind in 
turmoil’ (Tony Davis, in press a), without the complications of ontological slippage, 
forced identification, or the claustrophobia associated with the second-person 
narrative position (Tony Davis, in press a and b).  
Symbol 
I have been able to discover very little theoretical work in the area of ecocriticism on 
the use of tense and point of view to promote ecological concerns in fiction. Where 
the ecocritical literature is strong, however, is on the use of the natural world for 
purposes of symbolism. I have therefore structured the story of how Susan’s 
subjectivity undergoes transformation, from alienated and therefore psychologically 
vulnerable subject to a more connected, more powerful ‘ecological self’ (Jordan, 
2012), around three specific symbols with established currency in contemporary 
ecocriticism. These are the signifiers ocean, island, and whales.  
Ocean 
First-wave ecocriticism has arguably been more successful in identifying and 
exploring models focused on terrestrial environments (e.g. the pastoral, the georgic) 
than those focused on coastal and maritime environments (Buell et al. 2011). 
However, Buell has provided a chapter on maritime environments –’Global 
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commons as resource and icon: Imagining oceans and whales’ (2009) – in which he 
describes the ocean as ‘the closest thing on earth to a landscape of global scope’ (p. 
199). He refers to earlier imaginings of ocean in terms of ‘the traditional symbolic 
sense of it as a mysterious realm apart, resistant to human meddling’ (p. 200), noting 
that Freud described ‘the sensation of eternity’’ as ‘the oceanic feeling’ (p. 199).   
The vastness and depth of the ocean, its lack of boundaries, its vital roles in 
the cycling of water and oxygen that maintain life on the planet, and the mystery and 
diversity of what it contains, all contribute to a quasi-spiritual attitude expressed in 
images like ‘that great mother of life, the sea’  that begins Carson’s seminal text The 
Sea Around Us (1968), and its closing affirmation that ‘all at last return to the sea – 
to Oceanus, the ocean river, like the ever-flowing stream of time, the beginning and 
the end’11. 
Buell suggests that the emergence of works on marine dumping, coral reef 
degradation, and depleted fish stocks during the 1980s and 1990s ‘testify to how 
swiftly the dominant image of the sea shifted in nature writing during the late 
twentieth century from inexhaustibility to fragility’ (2009, p. 201), although the 
dearth of political action suggests this perception of ‘fragility’ has not spread from 
the realm of nature writing into wider awareness.  
‘The Child Pose’ does not focus on the fragility of the ocean as such. It uses 
ocean as a symbol of the harmony and coherence of profound interconnectedness–
without losing sight of the vexed question of the boundaries of subjectivity 
(discussed in Chapter Two, through the work of Wilber, Davis and Zimmerman). 
What is interconnected in, by and through the ocean is explored on two scales: on the 
large scale, through Susan’s experiences of swimming to the island and snorkelling 
beyond it, and in miniature, through her interactions with the permeably-bounded 
space of the rock pool. 
Ocean at large 
Echoing Freud’s description of ‘the oceanic feeling’, Susan experiences jouissance 
when swimming in the sea:  
                                                 
11
 These quotations retrieved from http://www.loe.org/series/series.html?seriesID=38, 6
th
 January 
2014. 
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‘You’re floating in the middle of the ocean with no-one around – how do 
you feel?’ Astrid sat forward on the bed, eyes shining. 
Calm. More than calm – joyful. A joy so deep it didn’t need expressing 
through laughter or shouting or waving her arms: a peace as deep as death.  
The scene in which Susan snorkels over the wrecked ship echoes her 
experience of snorkelling in the rock pool: she notes the many species, those she can 
name and those she cannot, and their tranquil reactions to her presence. As discussed 
in Chapter Two, swimming in the ocean represents a reconciliation of subject with 
surroundings, the reunion with Other that Lacan describes as the eternal Desire of the 
divided I, and the ‘being-in-the-world’ that Heidegger describes as ‘dwelling’. It is 
the return to the Garden of Eden, the reversal of the Fall. Not coincidentally, 
swimming has formed a major part of ‘therapy’ for Susan’s asthma – but it’s clear 
that swimming in a swimming pool does not induce the same sense of spiritual 
wholeness and oneness. Susan cannot be one with the universe in an artificial 
environment. 
Nor is swimming the only way in which Susan connects with ocean. She 
marvels at Fossil Bluff, where millennia collapse into the present moment and the 
artificial boundaries with which we normally divide our conception of time fall 
away:   
‘See these tiny shells, Caitlin? They’re over twenty-five million years 
old.’  
 But the shells are too small and ordinary to interest a four year old. They 
look just like the ones on the beach at her feet; minute cones and turbans. 
Same place, same shells, same soft nerveless species that have barely 
changed over millennia as the earth cooled and warmed again, stars died 
and the human race was born. Just yesterday. 
Susan observes the patterns left by waves in the sand, the movement of 
wildlife up and down the tidal creeks, the appearance and disappearance of the 
causeway which gives or denies access to the island. She remembers being impressed 
as a child by the power of wave action through the Blowhole, and she meditates on 
the seemingly flat and peaceful surface of the sea which she knows conceals 
turbulence and diversity. Through the ocean she experiences the interconnectedness 
of time, land, weather, physical forces, living creatures, non-living things, vessels, 
stories and people. There is a calmness, a sense of being soothed and comforted, in 
the passages where Susan interacts with ocean, which is quite absent from her 
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experiences within the similarly complex and web-like city. The city emphasises the 
alienated nature of her subjectivity, her aloneness, her daunting responsibilities as an 
individual, whereas the ocean environment encourages her to comprehend herself as 
part of a larger whole. 
 The ocean can be viewed as, in a sense, the opposite of language. Language is 
constituted by boundaries: between letters, sounds, syllables, words, phrases, 
sentences and texts. There are limits on what a given signifier can mean, established 
through agreement among the users of the language, and the work of literature to 
some extent consists in constantly challenging such limits, extending them, 
redefining them, renegotiating what can be said and meant through the use of the 
boundaries available. Water does not divide and differentiate: it unites and connects, 
flows and seeps, erodes external boundaries and has no internal ones. While our 
possession as subjects of unconscious, automatic language skills can make language 
seem like an element in which we ‘swim’, our bodies’ experience of ocean instantly 
highlights the falseness of this impression. ‘The Child Pose’ constantly distinguishes 
between the Symbolic divisions that reinforce subjective alienation, associated with 
language, society and the city, and experience of Imaginary wholeness that is at least 
fleetingly available through wordless, solitary communion with the natural world.  
Ocean in miniature 
The rock pool is a lacuna: a ‘missing place’, a space which should be filled with the 
same stuff as is around it, but is not. It is a space carved out, separated off, bounded, 
just as the subject is split off from the rest of Being. Because of its intertidal location, 
the rock pool is a liminal space, one in constant flux, and one that belongs – while 
failing to belong – to both the land and to the sea. It is a represented as a specific 
ecology: home to a kaleidoscope of living creatures, plant and animal, with which 
Susan engages in a non-destructive way, and none of which she encounters in the 
wider ocean or in any other environment described in the book.  
As a lacuna, the rock pool has similarities to the womb. The womb is located 
within the world in a particular way: it is a separate environment, within a body, 
within the wider world. The environment of the womb is affected to some extent by 
events occurring in the wider world, but the effects of these events are buffered and 
mediated through the mother’s body. This means that the womb provides a generally 
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stable environment, a protected ‘world’ of its own for the growing foetus. Similarly, 
the rock pool is a separate body of water within the ocean within the world as a 
whole. The water in the rock pool is described as warm, and is clearly nutrient-rich: 
it thus echoes both amniotic fluid and the ‘primordial soup’ from which life itself 
originated on the planet (Buell, 2009; Carson, 1968).  
The main thread of Susan’s story is her remembered/imagined relationship 
with her mother, Patricia. For most of the novel, although this is not made explicit, 
Susan believes her mother resented her birth and saw Susan as the cause of Patricia’s 
mental illness (bipolar disorder). Susan’s evidence for this view includes Patricia’s 
mood swings and lack of expressed maternal warmth, which Susan knows are 
attributable to Patricia’s illness but feels as personal rejection. Susan interprets 
Patricia’s painting of the faceless baby in the womb as expressing a wish that Susan 
had never been born. Despite the fact that both Maddy and Storm sense a different 
meaning in the painting, Susan is not able to see it any other way until the end of the 
novel. When she wakes in the rock pool after the cyclone, Susan perceives that the 
womb in the painting can be read as the rock pool–a substitute mother, a place that 
has provided Susan with the safety and nurturance Patricia herself was unable to 
provide. Susan’s ability to draw strength from the nonhuman natural environment 
was the ‘hope’ Patricia named in her painting. 
Various theoretical approaches to clinical psychology emphasise the role of 
the mother-figure in the formation of the subject. Lacan focuses on loss of the 
mother’s body and the wider world in general as constituting the alienated subject. 
Other theorists, such as Bowlby, consider that if the mother’s body remains 
accessible to the infant, a secure ‘attachment’ results that enables the child to develop 
an internal representation of safety, security and nurturance. Bowlby, and the 
attachment theorists who have continued to work in this tradition, view this sense of 
safety as an internal resource that is vital to healthy subjectivity (Bowlby, 1969; 
1974; 1980).  
As a child, Susan does experience the rock pool as a safe space, in which she 
exists as a consciousness while at the same time sharing the boundaries of the rock 
pool rather than the skin-boundary of her own body. Her perceptions while 
swimming in the rock pool reflect a sense of being timeless, spaceless, and 
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weightless, and of belonging–one more element in the life of the rock pool as it 
carries on from day to day. As a result of her positive psycho-physical experience of 
the rock pool, she forms an internal representation that she carries with her, and that 
provides her greatest internal resource in times of stress. Psychological withdrawal 
from reality, or ‘dissociation’, is considered symptom of a traumatic stress reaction, 
as outlined in Chapter One. However, if we adopt the attitude that any ‘symptom’ 
represents an attempt to adapt to and cope with the demands of the stressful situation, 
it becomes clear that dissociation – letting go of the here and now, feeling herself to 
be back in the rock pool – is adaptive for Susan. It enables her to maintain 
equilibrium and a semblance of control over herself and her situation, and prevents 
total psychological collapse. Thus, when Susan is told of her mother’s suicide, when 
she is overwhelmed by accusations in the Royal Commission, and (we learn) at the 
time her mother attempted to kill her in childhood, she retreats inwardly to the rock 
pool for safety. In other words, when she feels subjectively under threat, Susan 
surrenders her subjectivity to a larger sense of herself as part of the natural 
environment, and thus survives.  
Of course, the other significant entity that is hived off from the rest of its 
element, as the rock pool is separated from the ocean, is Susan’s memory of her 
mother’s attempt to murder her. She has repressed this memory as something 
unacceptable, which she cannot integrate with her sense of self, and so does not 
remember. As Ragland-Sullivan (1995) points out, in Lacanian thought ‘traumatic 
material is unsymbolised knowledge which is present as knots or suspended impasses 
in language (thought)’ (p. 88).  
However, just as the rock pool’s boundary with the ocean is permeable, so 
too repression creates an imperfect boundary between this particular memory and the 
rest of Susan’s mental life. The memory bleeds through in the form of Susan’s 
asthma attacks; her panic when attempting the yoga pose of Pindasana (the Child); 
the details that migrate from the repressed memory into Susan’s vision of Tyla’s 
murder; and the conflation of Tyla, Caitlin, and Susan herself, in Susan’s nightmares.   
Susan’s encounter with the decorator crab in the rock pool foreshadows her 
encounter with the repressed memory. She suspects the creature is something she has 
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encountered before (in the Real), but cannot remember now because she could not 
then translate it into language (the Symbolic): 
Perhaps she’s encountered weed-rock-crab-thing before, but forgotten it. 
With no label to file it under, the creature may have made a fleeting 
sensory impression, without ever being committed to her mental database. 
Retrieval fails to find a previous encounter in memory, not because it 
didn’t occur, but because the data couldn’t be encoded.  
When the repressed memory finally does break through into consciousness, 
the effect is of a segregated part of Susan being reunited with the rest of her psyche. 
The psychic energy required to keep the memory sequestered is released, with 
explosive results: she hurtles for the psychological safety of the rock pool in the teeth 
of physical danger. It is this untempered blast of emotion associated with raw 
traumatic material that therapists usually strive to contain and manage; techniques 
that deliberately invoke it, such as abreactive therapies and the phobia treatment 
known as ‘flooding’, are typically considered dangerous and ethically dubious.   
The eventual integration of the repressed memory into Susan’s new 
subjectivity is mirrored in the change to the rock pool’s boundary in the final scene:  
Easy enough to slip out of the pool through the gap in the wall. It seems 
larger now; perhaps the storm tide has shifted some of the boulders. 
Just as Susan has been reconstituted as a different subject, more connected with the 
world around her, so the rock pool’s connection with ocean has also been enlarged.  
Island 
‘Island studies’ is a field of scholarship with its own journals and at least one primer. 
While island studies would see itself as a body of scholarship distinct from, rather 
than subsumed in, ecocriticism, there are strong ecocritical components to island 
studies, and ecocriticism would consider islands an appropriate focus just like 
wilderness, oceans, weather, nests, or whales (see chapter headings in Bate and 
Buell). 
At least since John Donne’s ‘No man is an island’, literature has been 
exploring subjectivity in terms of islandness, and questioning the boundaries between 
one human being and another, between an individual and society. This questioning 
incorporates various ways of conceptualising islands in relation to land and ocean. In 
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a 2011 interview, poet and essayist Pete Hay identifies ‘three geographically distinct 
paradigms for islandness… each coinciding with a major focus of island scholarship: 
North Atlantic islandness (a positive paradigm), Pacific islandness (also positive, in 
the main), and Caribbean islandness (deeply negative – an islandness of exile and 
dislocation)’ (Williams & Hay, 2011, p. 11). Since Australia is a nation of islands 
(the ‘mainland’, Tasmania, and countless smaller islands) it is not surprising that 
conceptions of islandness often figure in the work of Australian novelists. Randolph 
Stow’s To the Islands, Joanna Murray-Smith’s Truce, Patrick White’s A Fringe of 
Leaves, and Danielle Wood’s The Alphabet of Light and Dark, are just a few 
examples of Australian novels that interrogate interactions among human 
psychology, society, and islands.  
‘The Child Pose’ treats Stillwater itself as a kind of island, isolated from the 
‘mainland’ of Susan’s everyday life and work by geographical distance, the time and 
effort required to get there and back, the different society (in terms of actual people, 
and way of life) encountered in each place, the contrast between a largely artificial 
and a largely natural environment, and – primarily – Susan’s radically different 
responsibilities, activities and mental state when in Stillwater compared with the city. 
The actual island thus becomes ‘an island off an island’, with the rock pool ‘an island 
off an island off an island’. The further Susan gets from people and buildings, the 
less she demonstrates symptoms of trauma. 
Obviously, it is the need to escape that drives Susan to Stillwater, out to the 
island, and into the rock pool – but what she is escaping to is even more important 
than what she is escaping from. Susan’s ‘islanding’ behaviour represents her half-
unconscious attempts to escape a subjectivity that has become intolerably painful. 
What she is escaping to – the state of dwelling she attains in the rock pool – might be 
viewed in Lacanian terms as something beyond the Symbolic: some remnant or 
aspect of the Real that she is able to touch and commune with. The idea of seeking 
‘the edge of the world’ for meditation, spiritual renewal, closeness to God, or 
communion with nature, may well be as old as humanity. It is clearly demonstrated 
in the monastic settlement Skellig Michael, off the west coast of Ireland–the edge of 
the known world to Europeans in the sixth century AD. The same idea provides the 
geographical shape for David Malouf’s An Imaginary Life, in which the poet Ovid is 
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exiled from Rome (centre of Empire) to Tomis (on its outer boundary), before 
voluntarily crossing the Ister into the Beyond/ unknown. 
Laurie Brinklow (2011) suggests it is possible to be a different person on an 
island:  
Islands are what Prince Edward Island writer David Weale calls 'the split-
off part of ourselves'–and he should know, as each summer he goes to an 
island off an island off an island to write (p. 20). 
Paradoxically, this idea of yet another ‘split-off part’ of ourselves seems to 
introduce yet another kind of alienation; but this may be the very part that offers 
hope of reunification with Other. It may be the rock pool within us that belongs, not 
to the quotidian mainland of the Symbolic, but to the boundless ocean of the Real. In 
Susan’s case, the identity the media has constructed for her pursues her to Stillwater, 
and other people’s perceptions inevitably colour her interactions. Only when she is 
alone – ‘islanded’ by solitude while swimming – is she able to experience any 
benefit from her temporary escape.   
The difficulty of access to an island provides both the sense of island identity 
(separate from whatever may be on the mainland), and a sense of a journey to get 
there. ‘A water boundary provides a tangible separation, between what you're leaving 
behind and what you're heading towards,’ writes Brinklow (2011, p. 20). Some 
writers also value the ‘in-between’ experience of the ferry ride, or the journey across 
the bridge or causeway (see also Lem, 2011). In ‘The Child Pose’, Stillwater’s 
distance from the city and its accessibility only by dirt road has kept it ‘islanded’ for 
decades. Even now, with the road surfaced, it is clear from Brendan’s appearance 
when he arrives that the six-hour road journey from the city constitutes a significant 
barrier.  
More tangibly, the actual island can only be accessed by boat, by swimming, 
or by walking or driving on the causeway when the tide is right. Mathieson’s 
proposal to build a permanent bridge is greeted with enthusiasm by those who are 
only interested in the commercial profit to be made by exploiting the island’s 
resources and qualities (e.g. Jimmy Walters who wants to extend his four wheel drive 
hire business), and dismay by those who value its intrinsic ‘islandness’ (both island 
dwellers like Aunty Daisy, and mainland dwellers like Maddy). The issue of a bridge 
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to the island highlights the kind of power Mathieson is trying to wrest from nature 
for what he sees as the benefit of humans. The idea that there may be other kinds of 
benefit in interacting with an island on its own terms is discounted or sacrificed in 
the process.  
The tidal nature of access to the island prevents Susan from accessing the 
rock pool whenever she wants: paradise has a gate, which is not always open. The 
need for humans to wait upon nature helps problematize what might otherwise be too 
facile a relationship between Susan and the rock pool. Paradoxically, the proposed 
bridge that would give Susan permanent access to the island will destroy the rock 
pool, her reason for visiting.  
This paradox is an example of one of the main challenges to promoting 
ecological attitudes and behaviours in contemporary Australia (and elsewhere). 
Unless people can experience the natural world, they will not value it or act to 
preserve it. However, providing access to natural places for large numbers of people 
almost inevitably destroys them, and certainly requires regulation that takes away 
from the ‘naturalness’ of the place. Examples in the novel include the car-park, 
campground and toilet block provided for visitors to the island; the surfacing of 
Ellerton Road; and – at the extreme end of human intervention – Mathieson’s 
development. The qualities of ‘islandness’ celebrated by the writers cited here are 
inevitably eroded, the more visitors arrive wishing to benefit from these qualities.   
A related concept to that of the physical separation of island from mainland is 
one in which the island represents separation from everyday life: a vacation, retreat, 
escape, time out, or break in routine: 
Many say that they came to an island to escape failed relationships or a 
meddling family, describing it, as one friend calls it, as a 'time-out'. A 
time-out from messiness on the mainland; a time to downsize, to regroup 
and reorder, and put things back in boxes, with boundaries – what any 
three-year-old in a time-out chair needs. Life can fit neatly once again 
within what Prince Edward Island poet Milton Acorn calls 'the wave-lined 
edge of home' (Brinklow, 2011, p. 19). 
Again, Brinklow’s metaphor presents a paradox: if an island is a contained 
and bounded space in which one has less, and must be more orderly (as in a caravan), 
in contrast to the ‘messiness’, clutter, disorder and excess of one’s home on the 
mainland, the absence of mess and the sense of having less also provides freedom 
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and space. Susan, in her caravan, pursuing the experience of islandness, may be like a 
‘three-year-old in a time-out chair’: she has been exiled from her everyday life and 
work. But this exile releases her into the natural world of which, physically and 
psychically, she is a part. She is emancipated by exile: like Malouf’s Ovid, she 
remembers connection with the wider world only when separated from human 
society.  
Hay has made a thought-provoking statement about the uniqueness of islands 
as an object of contemplation, which has to do with the relationship of islands to 
ocean: 
If there is something to the realness of islands that can sustain an 
intellectual preoccupation called 'island studies' … it must, I think, have to 
do with the element of the sea… Isolation, remoteness, self-containment 
within hard boundaries–none of these qualities popularly held to 
characterise islands will do, because these are all characteristics of certain 
real and imagined continental locations – the dwelling places of remote 
desert communities, for example, or near impregnable mountain fastnesses 
(Xanadu, Shangri-la). And so we are back with the island as metaphor. No, 
if there is something coherent to island studies beyond its location as a 
branch of biogeography or a minor tributary within literary studies, it must 
be because to be surrounded by sea is different in some fundamental way 
to being surrounded by, say, mountains (Williams & Hay, 2011, p. 11). 
In ‘The Child Pose’, the idea of an island functions as a metaphor, but it 
is a paradoxical one. By ‘islanding’ herself – seeking isolation from human 
society, which drains and damages her – Susan is able to reconnect with the 
nonhuman natural world, which nurtures and restores her. The metaphor is 
intended to represent change from a Lacanian, essentially pathological, 
alienated subjectivity to a connected, resilient, ecological subjectivity. At the 
same time, the text seeks to affirm, valorise and celebrate real islands, with 
their diverse habitats and species.   
Whales 
As Graham Huggan and Helen Tiffin (2010) note, the representation of animals in 
texts is particularly important because ‘for most urban-based voters, there has been 
little or no experience of the ‘real thing’’: animals exist in modern cultures ‘much 
more in representation than in ‘the real’’ (p. 139). In other words, although animals 
undoubtedly belong to the Real, humans interact with them primarily in the 
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Symbolic: ‘they are given an exclusively human significance, a ‘whole repertoire of 
metaphoric associations’ (Mitchell 1998: 67), the primary and often only referential 
context and field of purchase of which is ‘man’’ (Huggan & Tiffin, 2010, p. 139). 
While these authors draw a distinction between ecocriticism and zoocriticism, 
arguing that a focus on a nonhuman animal species or individual does not always 
imply or even harmonize with a concern with the wider nonhuman environment, they 
acknowledge the symbolic importance of species in ecological advocacy, and – like 
many other writers – point to the example of whales. 
Lynton Caldwell states that ‘Beyond the image of the planet Earth itself, the 
most poignant symbol of the world environment movement has been the whale’ 
(Buell, 2009, p. 201)
12
. Buell suggests that, while all large creatures have the 
potential to become icons, whales have especially great ‘charismatic potential’ 
because our experience of them is tinged with the uncanny: we see cetaceans as both 
engagingly similar to, and fascinatingly different from, our own species. Like 
humans, cetaceans are intelligent, sociable, playful; they communicate with one 
another; they maintain family bonds. Perhaps their most piquant difference from our 
own terrestrial species is their association with the huge and mysterious ‘other’ of the 
ocean, which tends to invest them in the human imagination with a spiritual 
significance (Buell, p. 203).  
Perhaps most intriguingly, despite the differences between humans and 
whales in terms of size, anatomy and habitat, cetaceans appear to enjoy socializing 
with humans under certain conditions.  Encounters between humans and whales have 
been the focus of, or an element in, countless stories, from ancient times (e.g. Arion 
and the dolphin; Hooker, 1989) through the 19
th
 century (e.g. Moby Dick) to the 
present day (e.g. Whale Rider, That Dead Man Dance). 
In his chapter ‘Global Commons as Resource and Icon: Imagining Oceans 
and Whales’, Buell engages with several texts that represent interactions between 
                                                 
12
 Other animals are of course used to symbolise the natural world at large, with variations from place 
to place: these include, in Australia, koalas, butterflies, and sea turtles. Garrard notes the Worldwide 
Fund for Nature’s adoption of the panda as a symbol of endangered species in particular, and 
nonhuman species in general. Bears, elephants and primates are frequently used as symbols because 
of their size and social similarities to humans. However, in terms of symbolic potency, whales have 
the advantage of belonging to a different medium from humans: ocean rather than earth. In Lacanian 
terms, whales may arouse in us a greater strength of desire, because we yearn for the kind of 
belonging within our own physical environment that they exhibit within theirs. 
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humans and whales. Buell characterises Moby Dick as a book ‘calculated to unsettle 
one’s assumptions about the borderlines between the human and the nonhuman’ (p. 
207), one that constantly blurs the species boundary and encourages the reader to see 
‘how whaling reduces people, how whale-beholding sometimes ennobles whales and 
impels one to image people and whales as semi-interchangeable’ (p. 212).  
From such a starting point, there are a number of ways for human-whale 
relationships to go. Buell is ambivalent about the value of the SeaWorld-type 
experience, in which tourists witness dolphins and orcas interacting with trainers in 
ways carefully orchestrated to ‘humanise’ the cetaceans. On the one hand, such 
displays enable corporations to exploit captive cetaceans for financial gain, while 
masquerading as patrons of biological research and educational outreach.  On the 
other hand, demystification of cetaceans is necessary to ‘activate environmentalist 
commitment’ among the general public (p. 217). Roger Payne makes a similar 
argument for commercial whale-watching, suggesting that it is important for large 
numbers of tourists ‘to become awestruck by whales’ because ‘in the long run it is 
they who will determine the fate of whales more than many of the scientists who get 
to spend their lives with them’ (Payne, 1995, p. 223).  
Buell is rather more troubled by the Free Willy movies, which – while 
‘animal-rights-friendly texts’ (p. 221) – ultimately do no more than depict a rapport 
between an individual human and an individual nonhuman (in the tradition of boy-
and-dog, boy-and-horse movies). Arguably, such a limited approach to species 
relativism reaffirms ‘the old Adamic myth that the primary end of the animal 
creation is to serve human needs’ (p. 221).  
A useful typology for representations of animals in literature has been offered 
by Greg Garrard (2012). This classification stresses the notion that ‘when we look at 
animals, they may return our gaze, and in that moment we are aware of both likeness 
and difference’ (p. 152). Acknowledging that just as we look at animals, they look at 
us, provides a first step in recognising animals as subjects; from this point we can 
work to comprehend their subjectivity, and to represent othered subjectivity in our 
texts. Garrard’s typology is structured along the dimensions of Likeness (metonymy) 
and Otherness (metaphor) on the one hand, and on the other by a continuum he refers 
to as ‘crude’ versus ‘critical’ (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 2: Typology of representations of animals 
            
Likeness (metonymy)    Otherness (metaphor) 
            
Animals-to-humans   Denigrating/ reductive otherness 
Crude anthropomorphism    Mechanomorphism (aka 
(aka disnification)
13
    Cartesianism, anthropodenial)   
Critical anthropomorphism 
Critical zoomorphism 
Crude zoomorphism    Allomorphism (aka therioprimitivism) 
(aka theriomorphism) 
Humans-to-animals   Numinous otherness 
 
Garrard (2012), p. 154 
            
Until recently, anthropomorphism has been a pejorative term ‘implying 
sentimental projection of human emotions onto animals’ (Garrard, 2012, p. 154). 
Ethologists now argue, however, that given the observed homology between humans 
and social animals, there is some justification for anthropomorphic assumptions 
providing a legitimate framing, or default starting point, for hypotheses about animal 
behaviour (Garrard, 2012, p. 157). Just as critical anthropomorphism is useful for 
understanding ways in which animals are like humans, critical zoomorphism 
acknowledges humans as a species, and the usefulness of studying animals in order 
to better understand aspects of our own behaviour (pp. 156-164). In other words, it’s 
not that they are like us: we are like them. 
The corollary to this emphasis on similarity is ‘numinous otherness’: a 
recognition of the radical alterity of specific animal species to ourselves and to other 
species, and the sense of awe this alterity can evoke in the human observer. Both 
critical recognition of likeness, and respectful recognition of difference, are essential 
to being able to acknowledge and take tentative steps towards exploring the 
subjectivity of animals.  
                                                 
13
 “Disnification” is an established term for perceiving and portraying animals in a particular 
anthropomorphised way, with large heads and eyes, as is the practice in Disney animation studios. 
88 
 
Barry Lopez is a contemporary writer who goes much further in lamenting 
the ‘pathetically meagre ability to think across species lines’ as a loss for humans and 
nonhumans alike – for the latter, a potentially deadly deficit (Buell, 2009, p. 220). 
Buell describes Lopez as expressing, in his essay ‘A Presentation of Whales’, a kind 
of ‘supersensitive whale watcher’s aesthetic of distance: a means of expressing 
intellectual interest and emotional empathy while keeping his hands off’ (pp. 221-
222). Yet even a writer like Lopez, in company with Melville, SeaWorld operators, 
and Free Willy producers, runs the risk of what Buell calls ‘sublimated 
propertarianism’: framing human-whale interactions in terms of ‘my trophy, my 
playmate, my unique and unprecedented experience’ (p. 223). Buell implicitly urges 
text-makers to seek ways of portraying human-whale relationships that promote 
enduring benefits to both species, and by extension the ecosystems within which they 
operate. 
Whales, then, have been framed by Buell as a metonymous symbol for the 
whole of the natural world, as viewed from the perspective of human subjectivity. 
Just as Morton (2007) cautions against the brand of ‘ecology’ that mirrors Western 
consumerist obsession with private property, so Buell cautions against the 
appropriation of ‘the whale experience’ as a private commodity. How we imagine 
whales, how we view human-whale encounters, the language we use to frame our 
imaginings and narratives, and the actions we and others take as a result, are of much 
wider significance than sentimental accounts of individual contacts would suggest.  
The decision to have Susan encounter a large oceanic animal in ‘The Child 
Pose’ was intended to emphasise that just as the rock pool (ocean in miniature) is an 
ecology whose species are vulnerable to human actions, so too the ocean (ocean at 
large) contains vulnerable species that can all too easily be lost forever. Nonhuman 
species depend on humans for protection (from humans), and should be protected–
according to the logic of this thesis–because their existence benefits humans. As 
noted above, whales are already symbolically established as a nonhuman species that 
can interact with humans in mutually-beneficial, non-destructive ways, while being 
highly vulnerable to the effects of human actions and activities. Tapping into this 
existing narrative risks cliché – it is difficult to say anything new about human-whale 
encounters, when such encounters and relationships have been the subject of whole 
books and movies. However, from a craft point of view, having Susan encounter an 
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animal with less established symbolic value (such as a loggerhead turtle), or one 
already positioned in a negative way vis-à-vis humans (such as a shark), would have 
unbalanced the narrative by requiring too much focus on establishing the subjectivity 
of the animal. 
I have taken the distinction made in the previous chapter between ‘tourism’ 
and ‘dwelling’, and applied it specifically to the presence of whales in the bay at 
Stillwater. Stuart seeks to establish a whale-watching business – commodifying and 
commercialising the experience of seeing and hearing whales. This is, quite overtly, 
whale ‘tourism’ with a strong element of the picturesque: the tourists will watch, 
photograph and video the whales from the detached vantage point of a boat, and will 
value their experience according to the quality of the pictures they take home. As 
Nathan puts it, 
‘All those people going out every day slavering for the speckie photos. Like a 
fishing charter goes out for the big fish. Well it’s just another kind of 
whaling, isn’t it? It’s like we have to make money out of them one way or 
another, otherwise they don’t matter. It’s not enough for them to just be 
them.’ 
When Susan is unexpectedly approached by a humpback whale and calf 
while snorkelling, the reader is invited to see likeness between human and animal, 
because of the novel’s dominant theme of women and children (specifically mothers 
and daughters). However, just as Susan has observed the behaviour of other species 
without attributing to them ‘human’ emotions or motivations, so she observes the 
whales in terms of how their bodies appear to her in the environment they are all 
sharing: 
What’s beside her in the water – suddenly, silently there – is for a moment 
impossible to take in. Something from a dream dropped into the world, 
suspended in empty blue without context or connection or background, 
without past or present, just there.  
A whale.  
A whale, and a calf. 
The mother’s eye under the heavy lid rolls to keep Susan in view as she 
passes. The whales arc and breathe without haste, light making ribbons and 
diamonds shimmer over their pale bellies. Beside the calf the mother is 
enormous; in the great ocean, miniscule. The size of Susan, sliding through 
polyrhythms of warm and cool that dance along her flanks and tail, moving 
easily, breathing easy… then they’re gone in the blue opacity as if they 
were never there.   
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The text does not attempt to appropriate or approximate whale subjectivity, 
beyond the observation that the mother whale looks at Susan. Susan sees the whales, 
and they see her. We can be the objects of gaze, as well as its subjects. Nathan, who 
comprehends Susan’s experience, contrasts it with the kind of encounter tour boats 
strive to provide – in Jean Baudrillard’s (1994) terms –  a simulacrum of experience: 
‘Bring people out here, motor round till they find the whales, chuck out the 
mermaid lines. I dunno if you ever hung off a mermaid line with a bunch 
of screamin’ tourists but it’s… it’s not like today. It’s not like what 
happened for you. That was special.’  
Nathan’s attitude to whales and dolphins is that it is possible to dwell with 
them, to relate to them through the recognition of connection rather than through a 
picturesque emphasis on their alterity. Nathan knows the whales, their migration 
routes and habits, their behaviour within the bay: they are part of his everyday life. 
Their willingness to approach his boat suggests they also know him. The whales are 
thus positioned as part of a nonhuman natural world in possession of agency, 
intentionality and subjectivity, which is willing to accept and interactive positively 
with humans. 
This discussion of techniques has focussed on the ‘dilatory space’ of the 
novel’s plot, in which tense, point of view and symbolism are employed to play out 
‘the movement, the slidings, the mistakes, and partial recognitions of the middle’ 
(Brooks, 1992, p. 92). Chapter Four revisits the Lacanian notion of jouissance in 
relation to endings and death, in the context of Brooks’s point that the ending of the 
story is what charges the middle with meaning.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: BEAUTIFUL DEATHS 
 
This penultimate chapter returns to Brooks’s notion of plot as describing the 
structure and dynamics of both therapy and fiction, and in particular his emphasis on 
the significance of endings. Throughout this exegesis, I have interpreted jouissance 
in terms of reunification with the pre-mirror stage Imaginary. The chapter 
demonstrates that, while Lacanian interpreters such as Lionel Bailly (2009) and Ellie 
Ragland-Sullivan (1995) insist that such reunification is possible only in death, and 
this notion is affirmed in the endings of at least four Australian novels, ‘The Child 
Pose’ offers the possibility of the transformation of subjectivity through reunification 
with the natural world.  
Jouissance 
Ragland-Sullivan (1995) points out that ‘Lacan’s concepts always function in 
dynamic cadence with his other concepts’ (p. 10). In particular, jouissance is linked 
with the Other, the object a, and the death drive. These concepts have been 
introduced in Chapter One, but in relation to the endings of stories they have 
particular resonance. Jouissance is both ‘joy, satisfaction, Oneness, fulfilment, 
pleasure, bliss, glee, euphoria, (and) rapture’, and ‘misery, dissatisfaction, the 
impossibility of Oneness, lack, displeasure, depression, anxiety, (and) malaise’ 
(Ragland-Sullivan, 1995, p. 10). It is both these things because its source is the 
fundamental alienation that constitutes the subject. Ragland-Sullivan says that 
‘jouissance is felt as a oneness or consistency that maintains itself against myriad 
foes: the discontinuities of life’ (p. 11); however, the ‘myth of a fusionary oneness… 
is continually exploded’ by awareness of the Other (p. 11).  
In particular, it is the desire of the Other – the awareness of the subjectivity of 
the Other – that makes oneness impossible. Ragland-Sullivan describes the quest for 
romantic love in terms of an Imaginary vision that one’s own desire and that of the 
Other can be so perfectly matched in quality and degree that ‘fusionary oneness’ 
results. Whether or not this is possible in the real world, it is certainly possible in 
fiction: hence the fairytale ending ‘and they all lived happily ever after’.  
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‘The Child Pose’ is not concerned with the quest for romantic love, but with 
the possibility of repairing psychological damage through a reconstitution of 
subjectivity. The novel postulates that such reconstitution is possible only through a 
return to the original condition of being–the pre-mirror stage state of undifferentiated 
oneness. Bailly argues that existence in such a state is not possible in any sustainable 
way consistent with functioning as a subject: 
To return to a total enjoyment of this phantasmatic mother – this 
mother-as-world – would require a dismantling of the Subject – a 
kind of regression to a pre-language state that is simply 
impossible. Because the Subject is brought into being by 
signifiers, and the Thing exists outside the Symbolic realm, 
absolute jouissance in the Thing would require an exit from the 
realm of signifiers, which is the realm of subjectivity, and the 
Subject itself would be erased, annihilated (Bailly, 2009, p. 139).  
In other words, according to Bailly, the jouissance associated with achieving 
completeness is possible only through death. This idea is echoed in the title of 
Ragland-Sullivan’s (1995) book, Essays on the Pleasures of Death, and suggested in 
the endings of a number of Australian novels, which we will come to shortly.  
Death and endings 
All Bette’s stories have happy endings. That’s because she knows where 
to stop. She’s realized the real problem with stories – if you keep them 
going long enough, they always end in death (Gaiman, 1989, p. 4). 
It is common for a person’s lifetime to be described as a ‘story’, which of 
course eventually ends in death. As Brooks has pointed out, however, the majority of 
fiction works do not end in the death of the protagonist (1992, p. 94). Stories present 
a segment of the protagonist’s life, reaching back to refer to events that occurred 
before the story opens, but generally implying only vaguely (if at all) events that may 
happen after the story ends. The ending of the novel is a new state of equilibrium, 
and it is this state or moment that imbues the story with significance. When, as 
readers, we care about the protagonist, typically we experience anxiety about 
whether or not the story will have a ‘happy ending’. Writers are advised to ensure 
their stories have ‘high stakes’: sometimes these stakes include the protagonist’s life, 
and a ‘happy ending’ usually (though not always) requires at a minimum the 
protagonist’s physical survival.   
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The major stress associated with working as a therapist with clients who have 
severe mental health problems is generated by the usually-unspoken question: will 
this therapeutic narrative have a happy ending? The stakes are high, with the client’s 
life often potentially or palpably at stake. Mortality among people with severe mental 
illness – psychosis, bipolar disorder, major depression, eating disorders, addictions – 
is significantly higher than in the general population. The therapist tries to manage 
and reduce the risk that the client may commit suicide, be murdered or accidentally 
killed, or die from physical complications of their mental illness (particularly in the 
case of eating disorders and substance abuse). ‘The Child Pose’ provides the 
examples of Owen Winslow, an alcoholic who commits suicide after the break-up of 
his relationship; Max, whose psychosis leads to such isolation and poor self-care that 
Susan fears for his life; Patricia Wilcox, who commits suicide in the context of 
bipolar disorder with psychotic features; and Susan herself, whose reported suicide is 
seen as plausible given her Post Traumatic Stress Disorder.  
Contrary to media reports and pop culture portrayals of ‘psycho-killers’, the 
risk that a person with mental illness may commit murder is not much higher than in 
the general population; however, it is a genuine risk associated with specific low-
prevalence disorders such as paranoid schizophrenia. Some forms and phases of 
mental illness may increase the risk of causing the death of another person through 
neglect, abuse, or accident. The therapist must be alert to all these risks, and must 
engage in a constant process of risk management alongside the work of helping the 
client recover. The plot of ‘The Child Pose’ hinges on Susan’s discovery of the folie 
aux deux that led her mother to adopt and act on Nell Ogden’s lethal delusion that 
murder gains a child entry into paradise.  
Arguably, it is this association of mental illness with death–rather than mere 
uneasiness regarding perceived pathology or aberration from social norms–that 
generates fear of mental illness in the community, and leads to avoidance, stigma, 
discrimination, and the impulse to contain and control those perceived as mentally 
ill. But the same anxiety we wish to allay in real life provides enjoyable tension in 
fiction–it powers the drive to keep reading, the desire to know how the protagonist’s 
story ends.   
The ending of Susan’s story is intended to be ambiguous. The surface reading 
has Susan achieving reunification with Other – the nonhuman natural world – 
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through the cathartic experience of the cyclone. Previously, Susan has been able to 
attain a temporarily transcendent state of being through the practice of mentally 
shedding the boundary of her own skin, in order to experience herself as 
disembodied and thus liberated. The reader has seen her do this while swimming to 
the island, and it is beginning to happen as she walks through the rain towards the 
beach in the penultimate scene. She has been able to surrender her subjecthood, 
albeit fleetingly, in the rock pool, with the whales, and on occasions of significant 
trauma (dissociating, and thus psychologically relocating herself to the rock pool, 
both during her mother’s attempt to murder her and on learning of her mother’s 
suicide).   
At the novel’s climax, however, Susan permanently surrenders her 
subjectivity to the storm, achieving jouissance and losing consciousness. One 
interpretation of the novel’s ending is that Susan wakes in the morning, reborn as a 
different kind of subject: in some way larger, more stable and resilient, more 
connected and content, because of her climactic experience of jouissance. Even in 
this version of the end, it is unclear whether or not she is able to return to normal 
human life and the experience of subjectivity: she ‘begins to swim’, but the text does 
not specify whether she swims toward land (humanity) or out to sea (death).   
Another interpretation is that Susan, when she ‘wakes’, is in fact dead. This 
possibility is hinted at through the peace she feels earlier when the public believes 
her to have committed suicide (‘It’s a calm thought: dead is the ultimate safe place’), 
and by the connection she makes as a child between the rock pool and Astrid’s 
description of heaven. Such a reading of the novel offers little hope for the possibility 
of mutually beneficial relationships between humans and the nonhuman natural 
world. Instead, it functions as a disquietening, darker undercurrent, reminding the 
reader that catastrophic loss of the natural environment threatens us as a species, just 
as loss of the Other has already occurred to us as individuals. 
Reunification with Other in Australian novels 
The representation of death as the subject’s return to pre-Imaginary oneness, 
achieved by merging with the nonhuman natural world at the time of death, and 
marked through the loss of the Symbolic/language, recurs throughout Australian 
literature. The possibility of passing through this state, to return to human life and 
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language as a reconstituted and different kind of subject – what Jordan (2012) has 
termed the ‘ecological subject’ – is part of the original contribution ‘The Child Pose’ 
makes to literature.  
In the closing passages of David Malouf’s An Imaginary Life, Ovid crosses 
the Ister – the boundary of the known Roman world: ‘I am the border beyond which 
you must go if you are to find your true life, your true death at last’ (p. Malouf, 1980, 
p. 136). Gradually he surrenders subjecthood, noting the dissolution of all boundaries 
between himself and Other, past and present, word and thing, material and spirit:  
No more dreams. We have passed beyond them into the last reality (p. 
141)… From a point far ahead I see us approaching. From a point a 
whole day’s distance behind us, I see us moving away (p. 142)…I am 
growing bodiless. I am turning into the landscape. I feel myself sway 
and ripple. I feel myself expand upwards towards the blue expanse of 
sky (pp. 145-146)… The earth’s warmth under me, as I stretch out at 
night, is astonishing. It is like the warmth of another body that has 
absorbed the sun all day and now gives out again its store of heat. It is 
softer, darker than I could ever have believed, and when I take a handful 
of it and smell its extraordinary odours I know suddenly what it is I am 
composed of, as if the energy that is in this fistful of black soil had 
suddenly opened, between my body and it… some corridor along which 
our common being flowed (p. 147). 
Language – that sophisticated tool of civilisation, used with such aplomb and 
nuance by Ovid throughout his professional life – at the end of the novel becomes 
simple, and the emotion of the last sentences is the jouissance (bliss) of completeness 
beyond divisions, linguistic and otherwise:  
It is summer. It is spring. I am immeasurably, unbearably happy. I am 
three years old. I am sixty. I am six. 
I am there (p. 152).  
Patrick White, similarly, has Voss surrender language as his subjectivity 
evaporates into the natural world. Voss’s experience of nearing death is similar to 
Ovid’s in An Imaginary Life: he is on a dream-like journey with a perfect companion, 
Laura Trevelyan in Voss mirroring the child in An Imaginary Life: 
… they dismounted to pick the lilies that were growing there… She 
advised him to sample these nourishing blooms. So they stood there 
munching awhile… he suspected that the juices present in the stalks would 
enable them to be rendered down easily into a gelatinous, sustaining soup. 
But of greater importance were his own words of love that he was able at 
last to put into her mouth. So great was her faith, she received these white 
wafers without surprise (White, 1957, p. 393). 
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Physically, Voss is decapitated by the Aboriginal boy Jackie, but since Voss 
does not speak at the end and his ‘pale eyes’ seem to look through Jackie, the reader 
accepts the subjective account of Voss’s death as the ‘happy ending’ that eclipses the 
objective third-person account: 
As for the head-thing, it knocked against a few stones, and lay like any 
melon. How much was left of the man it no longer represented? His 
dreams fled into the air, his blood ran out upon the dry earth, which drank 
it up immediately. Whether dreams breed, or the earth responds to a pint 
of blood, the instant of death does not tell (p. 394).   
Voss’s assumed death is described by Laura Trevelyan in terms of an 
absorption into the Imaginary: those who wish to reclaim him will need to 
reconstitute him in story because he has gone beyond both material and linguistic 
existence: 
‘…I had intended asking you about this–what shall we call him?–this 
familiar spirit, whose name is upon everybody’s lips, the German fellow 
who died.’ 
‘Voss did not die,’ Miss Trevelyan replied. ‘He is there still, it is said, in 
the country, and always will be. His legend will be written down, 
eventually, by those who have been troubled by it.’ (p. 442) 
In The Alphabet of Light and Dark, Wood (2003) describes Alva’s death as 
absorption into the sea, again underlined by a heightened relationship with language. 
In this case, though Alva in life has understood what the language of the lighthouse 
means in the world of maritime commerce (the Symbolic), as she surrenders her 
subjecthood she experiences the signifiers of the lighthouse’s speech (the flashes of 
light and dark) as signifying something different, greater: 
With each wave, the dinghy splinters around her, shards of timber 
floating away. And she, too, is coming apart. She is thinning, spreading 
out over the surface of the water. She is becoming foam, drifting away, 
forming and re-forming herself into white patterns on the black. And as 
the waves take her apart, piece by piece, she watches the message of the 
lighthouse spelling itself out on the surface of the water. Its message is 
composed in the alphabet of light and dark. Flash, eclipse, flash, eclipse. 
If we only see the light, we are blinded; only the dark and we will never 
find our way (p. 311)
14
.  
                                                 
14
 The Alphabet of Light and Dark explores various themes of relevance to the current discussion, 
particularly mutism as a psychological symptom/ coping mechanism that helps the subject maintain 
itself in the face of overwhelming traumatic experience. However, unpacking these themes is beyond 
the scope of this exegesis. 
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For James at the end of Five Bells (Jones, 2011), language at the moment of 
death comes down to the sound of his original name, the one he has long since given 
up as a signifier of himself. As in each of the other examples, the protagonist 
experiences on the edge of death a ‘making strange’ of language, a moment of 
meaning far beyond the quotidian relationship of signifier and signified, before 
language becomes irrelevant and slips irrevocably away: 
At first it was a bounteous wash of dark and light, the water colder than 
he had expected and covering him quickly. The Harbour seemed to throb 
around him as the ferry pulled away, and then slacken and gently take him 
and require his surrender. There were verticals of filmy light and fish-
shapes breaking open. There was a winding embrace so that he opened his 
arms like a lover. There was pressure. There was night, the tide of night, 
flowing in. He was thinking of his true name, Gennaro DeMello, which 
came to him as a song, Gennaro bello. He imagined singing from the 
Opera House penetrating the water–Gennaro bello, Gennaro bello–an 
extended melisma, a round pure moment. 
He felt the water of the Harbour enter his body. His chest was filling. The 
black wet pushed its thumb-balls in. He felt the sad sinking of giving up 
and letting go. 
He was washed and washed into the mothering darkness, a release, a 
release, as sound releases; into the wake, Gennaro’s wake, and into waves, 
in waves (pp. 207-8). 
These four beautiful deaths, or instances of subjecthood surrendered back to 
oneness with the natural world and the prelinguistic Imaginary, are achieved through 
language, providing the reader with a sense of satisfaction that is itself jouissance, 
albeit of a vicarious kind. By contrast, in ‘The Child Pose’, Susan surrenders her 
body and subjecthood without explicitly surrendering or losing language: 
Her body is melting. Her clothes are so wet she can’t tell cloth from skin; 
just a wet membrane between the water inside her body and the wet world 
outside. As the membrane itself becomes irrelevant, dissolves, she feels 
herself a fluid consciousness sliding untouched through water, among tree 
trunks, beneath low branches, flowing to the sea… The seventh wave hits 
her at hip level and there’s no resisting it even if she wanted to, she 
doesn’t try and is washed off her feet, off the causeway and she’s 
swimming, she’s on her back floating and rippling and safe and she’s 
only water anyway and she’s Astrid and Tyla and her mother and 
everything else.  
This leaves open the possibility that, when she regains consciousness, a 
reclaiming of language and a return to human society may be possible, as a 
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reconstituted subject interacting with the nonhuman natural world in an altered and 
more positive relationship:  
Easy enough to slip out of the pool through the gap in the wall. It seems 
larger now; perhaps the storm tide has shifted some of the boulders. 
Beyond, the water is still shallow and she stands, the sea floor beneath her 
feet. Wades out till the water reaches her chest. She breathes. There’s no 
constriction: her lungs are as big as a whale’s. 
She begins to swim. 
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CONCLUSION: LIFE IN THE ROCK POOL 
 
Writing from the perspective of postcolonial ecocriticism, Huggan and Tiffin (2010) 
have argued the need for an understanding of the changing relationship between 
people, animals and environment that ‘requires attention… to the cultural politics of 
representation’ (p. 12). Linguistic representations of the nonhuman natural world are 
central to the project which might ‘turn imaginative literature into a catalyst for 
social action’ and ‘exploratory literary analysis into a full-fledged form of engaged 
cultural critique’ (p. 12). While warning against the reduction of ecowriting to 
‘protest literature’ (p. 14), Huggan and Tiffin suggest that ecocriticism and 
ecowriting have significant potential to perform ‘an advocacy function’ (p. 13). ‘The 
Child Pose’ endeavours to advocate both for the value of the nonhuman natural 
world in its own right, and for a valuing of how nature supports human mental 
health.  
The central research question for this thesis has been:  
 How can a novel embody a narrative of recovery from psychological trauma, 
in which recovery is primarily a function of the character’s subjective 
interaction with nature? 
This exegesis has proposed that the answer to the research question lies in the 
notion of subjectivity, and what subjective interaction with nature can mean. The 
novel works from Lacan’s premise that the subject is fundamentally alienated. Two 
processes interact to constitute the subject in infancy: firstly the recognition of one’s 
own body as separate from everything around it, and secondly the recognition of 
consciousness as something separate from the body (Lacan & Fink, 2006). The 
experience of alienation is endlessly reinforced, and the subject reinscribed, through 
the experience of desire that cannot be fulfilled because whatever is gained is always 
trivial in comparison with all that has been lost.   
The novel builds on the idea that the ‘I’ constituted through the initial trauma 
of catastrophic loss of the other remains vulnerable to retraumatisation. If subsequent 
trauma is understood in terms of an event that replicates, or threatens to replicate, the 
initial experience of catastrophic loss, it follows that meaningful recovery from 
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trauma must involve a reconstitution of the subject such that it incorporates more, is 
more stable and less vulnerable. This enlargement of the subject must not, however, 
take place at the expense of diminution, damage, consumption, destruction or 
absorption of Other, that would only perpetuate pathological relations between 
subject and Other. I argue that achieving such reconstitution is possible through 
reconciliation and reconnection with the nonhuman natural world: the development 
of what Jordan (2012) has called the ‘ecological self’.   
‘The Child Pose’ embodies a narrative of recovery from psychological trauma 
in which recovery is primarily a function of the character’s subjective interaction 
with nature. For Susan, Tyla Aspinall’s death is the proximal traumatic event that 
triggers memories of a series of traumas marking her life: in particular her mother’s 
suicide; the betrayal and subsequent loss of her closest-ever friend, Astrid; and her 
mother’s attempt to murder her in childhood. The novel does not explicitly state that 
all these traumas represent retraumatisation, repeating the loss of the Other that 
originally formed Susan’s subjectivity. However, the novel shows Susan’s recovery 
from trauma occurring as she revisits all these memories within the context of the 
nonhuman natural world at Stillwater. The most difficult memory, that of the 
attempted murder, is only successfully integrated once Susan surrenders her alienated 
subjectivity to the forces of the natural world, becoming immersed in it (literally and 
figuratively). The cathartic experience results in a kind of rebirth, the constitution of 
a different kind of subject – an ecological subject – not alienated, not defined by 
desire, connected with and at home in nature. 
Provided the ending of the novel is not interpreted as Susan’s death, but as 
rebirth, the novel can be read as affirming that Heidegger’s notion of ‘dwelling’ is 
possible: that it is possible to live in the state of being Susan has only previously 
achieved while physically or psychologically immersed in the rock pool. The novel 
seeks to promote a shared imagining of mutually beneficial relationships between 
human and nonhuman, which – in this time of ecological crisis – may engender 
positive ecological action rather than the equally dangerous and prevalent attitudes of 
blithe complacency and fatalistic despair. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
This isn’t how she remembers the place. It should be all wave-glitter and warm salt 
on a southerly. Maybe a brahminy kite off the headland, head and chest white as sea 
foam. Now the foam is churned brown, dumped in knee-high cliffs at the waves’ 
edge, gouged by the wind. Susan hugs her cardigan tighter. Her hand closes on the 
hard lump of her puffer in the pocket.  
Down the grey expanse of beach she sees Caitlin struggling to write her name 
with a stick of driftwood twice her height. Just like her mum, all those years ago, 
writing on tide-smoothed sandbanks with a mangrove seed for a pencil: Susan was 
here, Susan was here. Until she wasn’t. 
There’s movement to seaward – a dog, trotting along the tide-line, taking 
cursory sniffs at clumps of seagrass and drying cuttlebones. A long-haired German 
Shepherd straight out of a prison film. It stops. The big ears prick forward, down the 
beach. 
Caitlin. 
‘Go home!’ Susan orders the dog, striding towards it. ‘Go on!’ 
The Shepherd gives her a bored half-glance before turning back to its target. 
It drops its muscular head, flat and powerful as a crocodile’s. The hocks compress 
into a crouch. In the flat light it casts no shadow. 
‘No!’ Susan makes a grab for the collar but the dog evades her and hurtles at 
the child.  
She’s shouting, racing, slipping in the sand. The dog’s legs gobble the beach, 
outrunning her like a nightmare. Already she sees it spring, teeth closing on Caitlin’s 
face, a fang puncturing an eye. The scream – 
‘Puppy!’ Caitlin shouts as if she were much younger than four, dropping the 
stick and holding out her arms to the dog. It skids to a halt and Caitlin giggles, 
screwing up her eyes against the dog’s tongue, trying to fend him off and cuddle him 
at the same time.  
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She can see now that the Shepherd is all paws and gangle. What kind of 
farmer’s daughter can’t tell attack from adoration, in an adolescent dog?  
This is about Tyla. She must get a grip. 
She scoops Caitlin up, heart battering her ribs like a moth in a jar. Her lungs 
are tightening but the puffer will have to wait. Deprived, the dog bows over his front 
legs with a grumbling whine, scrabbles the sand, jumps to push Caitlin’s foot with 
his nose, backs up, lets out a yap. Caitlin’s struggling to get down but Susan 
squeezes her, desperately savouring her elastic warmth.  
A woman like a strand of barbed wire comes stomping along the beach, arms 
swinging. Clearly the dog’s owner; clearly irritated by Susan’s hysterical 
performance. Then she stops. Recognition. The eyes widen, the corners of her mouth 
tighten like a drawstring bag. Susan lets Caitlin slip to the ground and wobble after 
the dog. It’s instinctive, self-defence; she might need her arms free. 
But the woman doesn’t attack. She stands rooted to the sand, wind flattening 
her shirt sleeves against her thin biceps, giving the shorter rounder woman behind 
her time to catch up. Children mass round this one like ducklings: three little kids 
and a curly-coated terrier-mix, who jumps on the Shepherd in smiling reproach. A 
sulky-looking teenager brings up the rear, black-sleeved arms folded across her 
chest. So many presences; so much potential hostility. Susan masters the impulse to 
just turn and run.  
‘I’m so sorry.’ The round woman comes forward with a smile. ‘Bruno loves 
kids. You must have got a fright.’ 
That’s all right, she tries to say, but nothing comes out. Chest too tight. She 
can’t use her puffer now: she’ll look like a drama queen. She shoves her hands in the 
cardigan pockets and tries to smile in a non-feeble manner.  
The taller woman hawks, and spits on the sand at Susan’s feet. The spittle is 
startlingly white among the gobs of brown foam. 
She should have expected that, sooner or later. 
‘Dyan!’ 
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But her sister – by the features, they’re definitely sisters – hunches her 
shoulders and marches off along the beach, Bruno loping after her. ‘That’s all right,’ 
Susan finally gets out. 
‘It most certainly is not!’ The round woman looks distressed. ‘I don’t know 
what’s got into her.’  
‘Six shots of Bacardi,’ mutters the teenager, so low perhaps no-one’s meant 
to hear. Wind shoves a wodge of black hair across the girl’s face. She doesn’t bother 
to push it back. 
The round woman holds out a hand. ‘Maddy, official matriarch of Stillwater.’ 
‘Susan,’ she says pointlessly. Maddy knows who she is: everyone does. Yet 
again she wonders if she should cut her long red hair, wear sunglasses and a floppy 
hat like an incognito film star. Brendan said she should, for her own protection. 
‘First visit to Stillwater?’ 
She’s obscurely insulted; answers without thinking. 
‘No. We came every holiday, when I was a kid.’  
 ‘Really?’ Maddy searches her face. ‘We must be around the same age. I 
knew most of the regulars, but I don’t think I remember –’ 
‘We kept to ourselves. And we stopped coming when I went to boarding 
school.’ Dangerous ground. ‘We should get back to the van before the rain comes.’ 
The clouds are smudged charcoal now; the tea-trees on the back dunes seem to 
quiver, holding up their weight. 
‘You’re at the caravan park? Perfect!’ Maddy brings her hands together. ‘Our 
cousin Stuart’s holding a party at the café tonight. His first year in business. Free 
food – save you cooking.’ 
‘Oh. Thank you.’ She stumbles and flusters. ‘But it was a long drive – Caitlin 
had a touch of asthma earlier – she’ll be tired –’ 
They both look at Caitlin, who’s taking turns with Maddy’s kids at jumping 
off a boulder onto a pile of tide-slick weed. The curly dog canters round them in 
circles, emitting an occasional joyful bark. No-one looks remotely tired. Now the 
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tightness in her chest is easing, Susan could fall into bed and sleep for a million 
years.  
‘Or a bit ratty, anyway.’ 
‘Ratty’s fine. Please, you’ll be doing me a favour. Mine are always desperate 
for playmates between school holidays.’  
‘No, really. Thank you, but –’ 
Maddy lays a warm hand on her upper arm. ‘Please don’t worry about Dyan. 
She has her own problems. What happened to Tyla wasn’t your fault; everyone 
knows that.’  
God! To just mention Tyla, so casually – 
Maddy pats her arm. ‘The café. Any time from six. Please come.’  
She’s turned away before Susan can frame any kind of response from the 
heart of her outrage, renewed shock, shooting pain. Dammit! 
When she looks up again, the family’s almost reached the mouth of a path 
through the tea-trees up to the Esplanade. Caitlin is with them, carrying the curly dog 
whose red tongue lolls out of a broad smile. He keeps trying to lick her face. A 
brown-haired girl the same height as Caitlin dances alongside, giving the dog 
proprietorial pats and chattering nineteen to the dozen.  
For a moment she thinks Caitlin won’t stop: she’ll pass through the tree-line, 
absorbed into a new family, leaving Susan forever. The vision’s so intense she 
almost cries out. But Caitlin relinquishes the dog and stands gazing after the others as 
they vanish among the trees. She looks tiny, alone on the darkening beach. Bereft.  
A stab of memory: standing at the school gate, waving goodbye to Astrid as 
her father drove her away for the summer holidays. Wishing she could go too, to that 
pack of brothers and sisters Astrid was always chattering about. 
‘Caitlin! Come on, it’s going to rain–‘ 
As if the word has summoned it, fat drops smack her shoulders – one, two – 
and the rain arrives in a rush, hissing up from the sea. It’s surprisingly warm. Caitlin 
comes running, eyes wide. Susan holds out a hand, already turned like a relay-runner, 
and Caitlin grabs it. 
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For a moment there’s joy in running together through the rain: the smells of 
fresh water and salt. They’ll be soaked long before they get back to the van. Susan 
scoops Caitlin up on the run, and the girl giggles. 
‘Mummy! Peta says there’s a party tonight with cakes and lollies and five 
kinds of jelly with sprinkles, and we can go to it. Can we go Mummy?’ 
‘No darling. Not tonight.’  
Caitlin’s arms tighten around her neck: little hands on her upper back. 
‘But it’s only on tonight.’ 
‘Mummy’s very tired.’ 
‘But they’re our new friends!’ 
She hasn’t come to make friends. She’s come for the rock pool. When the 
psychologist with the baby moustache told her to take some leave, when he asked if 
there was some special place, totally away from all this, she remembered. How she’d 
christened the rock pool, in her Sunday School phase (aged six), the Garden of Eden.  
‘Pleeeeeeeease?’ 
But now she’s here the tides are all wrong; no reaching the island till mid-
afternoon tomorrow unless she swims. Can’t swim with Caitlin. Paradise must wait. 
‘Peta says she’ll let me play with her doll-house.’  
She can’t run any more. They’re at the treeline – just twenty metres to the 
van. She sets Caitlin down. 
‘Mummy, why can’t we go to the party? We’re not doing anything else, 
except sleeping!’  
Caitlin rolls her eyes, to show what a boring plan that is. Susan fits the key in 
the van door. 
They’ll need dinner. The thought of firing up the barbecue, washing lettuce, 
cutting tomatoes, leaves her exhausted. Sleeping for a million years, attractive as it 
sounds, probably isn’t practicable. At the party Caitlin can eat and play and chatter 
away the hour or so till bedtime. She can hardly wear sunglasses at night, but she can 
put her hair in a bun and over-do the makeup, and maybe she’ll get away with it. 
Clutch a drink, smile, avoid conversation. She can manage that. 
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* 
 
‘Trauma means injury,’ the psychologist said. ‘You’re hurt.’ 
‘I’ve got no right to be hurt. She wasn’t my child.’ 
‘Pain doesn’t ask if you have a right to feel it. You just feel it. Ask any bloke 
who’s banged his thumb with a hammer.’  
Silence lengthened with the shadows. He didn’t switch on a light. The closer 
she could get to the truth, the quicker this would be over. ‘I’m shocked. Grieved. 
Horrified. I want it not to have happened, like everyone else. Absolutely mundane 
and obvious. Except I’m the one who could have stopped it.’  
His glasses were slightly tinted; in the twilight she couldn’t see his eyes. The 
glasses watched her across the coffee table. ‘I know you know this,’ he said, ‘but 
when a traumatic event occurs, the people who cope best are those who believe they 
did everything they could under the circumstances. Regardless of the outcome. The 
ones with ongoing problems keep thinking if only I’d done this, why didn’t I do that. 
Blaming themselves.’  
Of course she knew that: she’d been a psychiatrist as long as he’d been alive. 
Possibly longer. ‘I did do everything I could under the circumstances. What we’ve 
got now is 20/20 hindsight. I know.’ 
‘So you know.’ 
‘So how do I stop thinking if only I’d done this, why didn’t I do that?’ 
She wanted him to tell her something new; she wanted the baby psychologist 
with his hopeful moustache to miraculously know something she didn’t, and make 
the pain go away. 
He polished his glasses with a handkerchief and put them back on his nose. 
Who carried a handkerchief these days, for godsake? As bad as psychiatrists wearing 
bowties. 
‘Take some leave.’ 
‘I can’t.’ 
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‘Are you indispensable?’ 
‘No, I’m responsible. This happened on my watch. I need to handle it.’ 
‘Are you in any fit state to handle it?’ 
‘I’m managing.’ 
‘What’s that managing costing you? How much energy goes into just getting 
through the day?’ 
She shrugged. ‘To be honest, it’s not that different from usual. You’ve always 
got a thousand things in your head, most of them important, some life-or-death.’ 
‘So what’s changed? The nights?’ 
The nights. It was almost dark now. She thought of the night ahead, and 
something in her began to surrender. 
‘I lie in bed,’ she began. The glasses watched her. Tell the truth, get it over. 
‘And I’m rigid with terror.’ 
‘Terror?’ 
‘I know there’s nothing to be terrified of. The bad thing’s already happened. 
But I’m there. Picturing the walls. And just so – scared.’ 
He let the confession hang in the air a moment. ‘You said your asthma’s been 
playing up.’ 
‘That’s not unusual in spring.’ 
‘You know asthma can have a psychological component.’ 
She shifted, irritable. ‘So can any physical illness.’ Why was she arguing with 
him? He was right. ‘I don’t have time to keep up my swimming. In high school, 
when I was swimming every day, I hardly ever had an attack.’  
‘Then you should swim. And rest. When did you last take a holiday?’ 
‘No-one in mental health takes holidays.’ 
‘You know how bad that sounds?’ 
‘We had a week at the coast when Caitlin was two.’ 
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‘Two years ago? Take some leave. Is there some special place, totally away 
from all this?’ 
Of course there was. There always had been.  
‘I can’t –’ 
‘You can.’ The fat books in the timber bookcases stood shoulder-to-shoulder, 
solemn in the twilight, backing him up.  
‘Olympic athletes break their legs, and go on competing,’ she said. ‘The 
Director of Mental Health can’t just take a holiday because of a critical incident.’ 
‘You’re a doctor. Tell me, whose broken leg heals better – the athlete who 
goes on competing, or the one who bows out?’ 
‘But we define mental illness by the failure to cope.’ She could hear the 
helplessness in her own voice, and that as much as anything pushed her to the edge 
of tears. She tried to calm her voice, to explain. ‘I might feel sad, but if I take leave 
I’ll have depression.’ 
‘Susan, you don’t have depression. You meet all the criteria for Posttraumatic 
Stress Disorder. You must know that.’ 
‘Except I didn’t suffer a trauma! I wasn’t there – this didn’t happen to me. 
I’m not injured, and I don’t need to heal!’  
Her words fell and echoed in an enormous silence that mocked and twisted 
them into lies. She couldn’t stop the tears: the tissue rasped, wrenched from its box. 
 ‘Bullshit,’ said the boy. Telling her nothing she didn’t already know. 
 
* 
 
‘Peta!’ shrieks Caitlin, and she’s off up the wooden steps, Susan in her wake.  
At the top Maddy shimmers in a blue-green kaftan dancing with silver lights, 
offering a tray of vol-au-vents. The little girls break from their hug and disappear 
inside without a backward glance. 
‘No separation anxiety there.’ Maddy smiles. 
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‘No.’ Not on Caitlin’s side, anyway. 
People stir in slow Brownian motion round the veranda, chatting, clinking 
glasses. In the after-storm twilight they look vivid and sharp-edged, like paper cut-
outs. A man in a blink-worthy white jacket presses himself back with a smile so a 
bony blonde woman in a backless evening dress can float inside, vertebrae rippling 
like a snake’s. Despite her dizzying heels she’s dwarfed by the man beside her, tall 
and trim in a navy suit, his fingers delicately at rest between her sharp shoulder-
blades. The man stops to clasp the chef’s hand, says something, throws back his head 
at the response. He’s laughing with his mouth open when his eyes meet Susan’s.  
This was a mistake. Of course they’ll recognise her – how could she imagine 
they won’t? She must find Caitlin and get out. 
Maddy takes her arm, turning her to the chef who’s coming over: snowy 
jacket a bit tight at the waist, she can see now; reddish hair prematurely thinning. 
He’s registered her face: his smile slips and he glances uncertainly at Maddy.  
‘Stu, this is Susan,’ Maddy says firmly. 
‘Welcome!’ He recovers quickly: mine host, after all. ‘You visiting?’ 
She nods. Maddy’s hand is still on her forearm. Keep calm and ask sensible 
questions. ‘Didn’t this place used to be a tea shop?’ 
‘Etta’s Tea Shoppe. Mum’s pride and joy. Blimey, that’s going back – she 
passed on ten years ago.’  
‘Susan’s family used to come here for holidays,’ Maddy explains. ‘When she 
was little.’  
‘Why’d you stop? Don’t tell me you found somewhere better?’ 
Blood prickles her cheeks, but without waiting for an answer Stuart bellows, 
‘Oi, Nathan! Drink for the lady.’ 
The teenager passing in a black apron, one hand behind his back, describes a 
graceful arc and comes to a halt facing her, presenting his tray with a grin and a 
flourish. Clear green eyes untroubled as the dawn ocean. She accepts a gently fizzing 
flute: it would be rude not to. But Maddy’s seen something across the veranda – her 
eyes widen and she turns on Stuart.  
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‘What’s Mathieson doing here?’ 
Despite herself, Susan glances over. It’s the man in the navy suit, emerging 
again from inside, one hand in his pocket, a drink in the other. He sees Susan looking 
and raises his glass with a smile.  
‘It’s an open party, Mad. The whole town’s here.’ 
‘Did you invite him?’ 
Maddy’s hand has fallen from Susan’s arm. She can get away.  
‘Yes, I invited him. Maddy, you’re going to have to accept–’ 
‘I’ll just–Caitlin–’ Susan says vaguely, gesturing inside.  
‘I don’t have to accept anything,’ Maddy’s retorting, as she slips away. ‘That 
man is not going to–’ The rest is lost as Susan slides among bodies in the nearest 
doorway, and finds herself in the sparkling dark of the café interior.  
Tables float like little boats, each graced with a candle lantern. The bar makes 
an island of light at one end, racks of glasses suspended and sparkling like 
chandeliers. At the other end people are helping themselves to colourful stir-fries and 
salads heaped high on silver platters.  
Someone’s already helped Caitlin and Peta. She finds them hunkered down at 
a child-sized table on the west veranda, alternately gobbling chicken salad and 
drawing on the paper tablecloth with fist-sized crayons and enormous concentration.  
‘Mummy, I’m drawing a dragon.’  
‘A dragon? Wonderful.’ She hears the too-mellifluous note in her voice; 
reminds herself to breathe, relax. 
‘I’m drawing a octopus,’ Peta informs her busily. 
‘I can see that. A very beautiful octopus.’ The tentacles are festooned with 
circular suckers and striped orange, pink, green and blue. ‘Aren’t these lovely 
colours?’  
‘Storm gived us them,’ Peta explains, carefully inscribing a half-moon smile 
on the blue bulb of the head. Storm is presumably the sullen girl from the beach. The 
name suits her. ‘Her’s putting Tom and Immy to bed. We get to stay up cos we’re big 
girls.’  
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‘You certainly are.’  
She hovers with her drink, feeling foolish. Try to hurry Caitlin and there’ll be 
protests; heads will turn. She pretends to watch the wall-mounted TV, which is – 
ludicrously – screening a singing contest with the sound down and captions on. ‘I 
KNOW I DON’T BELONG HERE IN HEAVEN’ the block capitals lament. A 
couple of small moths flutter, striving to reach the glittering studio through the 
screen.  
 ‘Beautiful evening.’ Susan jumps, the champagne splashing her wrist. The 
man in the navy suit is setting his beer on the rail; she hasn’t noticed him arrive. He 
leans out to breathe the damp air, like a captain at the bow of his ship.  
‘Yes, it is.’ She dabs at her wrist with a tissue. ‘The rain’s cooled everything 
down.’ Not that it was hot before; it’s only October. But people say these things. He 
doesn’t confront her for her inanity. 
‘Terry Mathieson.’ He holds out a large hand. 
‘Susan Wilcox.’ She hates that saying her own name now makes her flinch. 
But Mathieson just nods again, holding the handshake a little longer than usual. He’s 
looking into her eyes. His hand is warm. She’s conscious that her own smells of spilt 
champagne. 
‘How would you feel about living here, Susan?’ 
She’s surprised into answering. ‘As a kid it was my dream. To live here all 
year.’ 
‘You’re grown up. What’s stopping you?’  
‘Oh… work. My husband. My husband’s work.’ She shrugs, apologetic. 
‘We work to live, we don’t live to work.’ 
‘Obviously you’ve never met my husband.’ 
Mathieson laughs. He has a gold tooth. Didn’t they go out with safari suits? It 
must be a deliberate affectation, and should seem crass but somehow doesn’t. 
‘Big things afoot round here, Susan. Career opportunities opening up. It’s the 
perfect place to raise a child.’ 
Vague fairytale memories stir: wish-granting leprechauns, genies in lamps. 
Faust. Must be the champagne, or maybe the décor – a fortune-teller wouldn’t look 
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out of place here among the fringed cushions, candlelight glinting off glass fishing 
floats like huge crystal balls. ‘Are you the devil?’ 
He laughs again. ‘I’m certainly trying to tempt you. But don’t worry, I’m not 
after your soul.’  
‘Don’t believe him,’ snaps Maddy from the doorway. ‘He’s in the business of 
destroying souls.’ 
‘Ms Ames. At last we meet.’ 
Maddy raises an index finger. ‘No, we do not. I have nothing to say to you.’ 
She turns to Susan. ‘Don’t buy an apartment from this man, or a time-share, a yacht 
berth, or anything else he tries to sell you. Everything he wants to build is at the 
expense of the soul of this place.’ 
Mathieson gives Maddy a warm smile, which somehow includes Susan. ‘Are 
souls such static things?’  
‘Souls are unique. You want to make everywhere the same. MacCoastlines.’  
Peta and Caitlin jump from their chairs, consumed with excitement for some 
other game. They’re too quick – Susan reaches for Caitlin’s shoulder but the girls are 
gone, and Mathieson’s turned to her.  
‘You’ve travelled a bit, haven’t you, Susan? Ever been to Polperro, 
Cornwall?’ 
‘No.’ They don’t hold many mental health conferences in Cornwall. 
His hand cradles something round and invisible: a crystal ball, a snow-globe. 
He has curiously square fingers; workmanlike, for a man in a suit. ‘They’ve tried to 
freeze that place in time. A quaint Cornish fishing village – fifty years after the fish 
ran out. Tourism’s their only industry. It’s not just sad – it’s wrong.’ His eyes meet 
Maddy’s, his face earnest as a priest’s. ‘You can’t preserve places like peaches in a 
can. Places evolve. That’s how nature works.’ So serious, for a moment Susan’s 
reminded of Brendan trying to convince his mother of the critical need for the 
national broadband network.  
‘You’re not nature.’ Maddy stabs a finger at Mathieson. ‘Your development 
isn’t a natural process.’ 
‘How am I not natural? Humans are animals. When Darwin talked about 
survival of the fittest, he meant those organisms best able to adapt when conditions 
changed. Conditions change all the time. Humans adapt.’  
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Spencer, she thinks automatically, just as Maddy snaps, ‘Survival of the 
fittest was Spencer, not Darwin.’ 
‘Whatever. Look, Maddy, if I didn’t appreciate this place, would I be here?’ 
Mathieson spreads his hands. ‘I care about people. I want to create beautiful, 
functional environments where people can be calm, relaxed, and content. People like 
Susan.’ His smile rains over her like a benediction. ‘Work stress–it’s the modern 
epidemic, isn’t it? I’m practically building a hospital here.’  
Work stress. Is that what he calls Tyla? 
‘Getting away from stress is what caravan parks are for. Isn’t it, Susan?’ 
Mathieson flicks something off his sleeve. ‘Sand-flies and creepy-crawlies 
aren’t essential to most people’s seaside living experience.’ 
‘You don’t care that the creepy-crawlies were here first?’ 
It’s ridiculous to let people argue over her in her presence, as if she were a 
child. She glances at the door; no sign of Caitlin. 
‘Let’s not get into arguments about who was here first. The people on the 
island might have something to say.’  
‘The people on the island–‘ 
‘Have been consulted. The elders like what this development’s going to do 
for the local economy. They’re pretty excited.’ 
 Now’s her moment – while they’re focussed on each other. She eases toward 
the doorway. ‘Some of them will be – till they start getting squeezed out by the 
millionaires.’ 
Mathieson raises an eyebrow. ‘You a millionaire, Susan?’ 
Damn.  
‘No.’ She shifts her weight, caught. She and Brendan earn well, but 
Brendan’s mother and stepfather always make her uncomfortable, talking about their 
BMWs and the villa in Tuscany. Brendan’s mother calls Susan’s family the rural 
poor; pretends it’s a joke.  
Mathieson turns back to Maddy. ‘See? You can get in on the ground floor 
here.’ 
‘I’m on the ground floor. My house is on the ground. And it’s staying there!’ 
Maddy whirls around, the turquoise expanse of her dress caressing Susan’s calves as 
she sweeps back into the café, shimmering like the sea.  
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Susan smiles apologetically. To leave without smiling will look like she’s 
siding with Maddy and she doesn’t want to side with anyone: she just wants to 
escape. But Mathieson reaches out, cups his hand around her elbow. 
‘How about it, Susan?’ His breath is surprisingly pleasant; not mint or coffee 
or anything external, just the mild human scent of the inside of his mouth. An 
intimate thing to smell. For one mad flash she imagines kissing him. ‘I know you’ve 
been having a hard time back in the city. But things are different here. You might 
find yourself feeling more relaxed. More comfortable.’ 
She recognises the technique: a form of hypnotic suggestion, much in vogue 
among sales staff and self-defined counsellors. She felt the slight squeeze of her 
elbow as he said the word ‘relaxed’.  
‘Thank you, but I don’t need any therapy,’ she says stiffly, to show she’s onto 
him. ‘Certainly not the covert kind.’  
‘Therapy’s just a word for helping.’ 
‘I’m not keen on being helped without my consent.’ 
‘Do you always explain to your patients exactly what you’re doing, ask their 
consent for every technique you use? Every word, every tone of voice, every glance 
away, every silence?’ 
He smiles, inviting her to feel understood, not offended.  
‘My patients come to me for treatment,’ she tells him. Not that she actually 
treats patients now: she should say us, the mental health system. ‘They have serious 
problems and they want help.’  
‘What about involuntary patients? You treat them, whether they agree to it or 
not.’ 
‘In their best interests.’ 
‘I’m acting in your best interests. I once cured the guy in the seat beside me 
of his fear of flying. I didn’t ask his permission, I just did it. To this day he has no 
idea what happened – if he’d known, it wouldn’t have worked. Like a magic trick. 
Should I not have done that?’ He grins. ‘Of course, I also sold him a condo.’  
She should summon some energy for this discussion – medical ethics, the 
patient-therapist contract – it’s important. He’ll listen. He may even be persuaded. 
But her picture just appeared on the television.  
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The now-familiar shot: leaving the pre-inquest meeting, coming down the 
steps outside the Coroner’s office. Should have worn sunglasses. Her face looks so 
exposed, as if she had no skin. 
THE HEALTH MINISTER HAS BOWED TO INCREASING PUBLIC 
DEMAND FOR AN INQUIRY INTO THE DEATH OF FOUR YEAR OLD TYLA 
ASPINALL EARLIER THIS MONTH 
The caption appears in chunks, lagging slightly behind the screen image. 
Apparently it doesn’t do punctuation. 
UNTIL NOW THE MINISTER HAS INSISTED STAFF OF HIS 
DEPARTMENT INCLUDING STATE DIRECTOR OF MENTAL HEALTH 
SUSAN WILCOX ACTED IN ACCORDANCE WITH DEPARTMENTAL 
GUIDELINES BY AUTHORISING LEAVE FOR CONVICTED KILLER 
ELEANOR OGDEN 
The visual switches to a silver-haired man wearing a grey silk bowtie, 
addressing a gaggle of microphones, managing to look concerned and reassuring at 
the same time. 
ACTING DIRECTOR OF MENTAL HEALTH DR MICHAEL GIRARD 
SAYS THE DEPARTMENT WELCOMES THE INDEPENDENT 
INVESTIGATION 
The white caption changes to yellow, presumably translating Girard as he 
turns his head left and right, gesturing sincerity with one emphatic hand.  
I ASSURE YOU THE INVESTIGATION WILL HAVE OUR FULL 
COOPERATION THIS TERRIBLE TRAGEDY SHOULD NEVER HAVE 
HAPPENED OUR HEARTS GO OUT TO THE VICTIMS FAMILY IF THERE 
HAS BEEN ANY NEGLIGENCE OR WRONGDOING WITHIN THE 
DEPARTMENT IT IS OUR DUTY TO THE DEPARTMENT AND THE PEOPLE 
OF THIS STATE TO ROOT OUT THE PROBLEM AND PREVENT ANY 
RECURRENCE 
Bastard. 
The visual switches back to the anchor. Over her shoulder, a shot of the 
English cricket captain being bowled out. 
‘Susan?’ 
She feels Mathieson take the glass from her fingers. The little girls haven’t 
returned. She must find Caitlin and go. But she’s shaking. 
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‘You didn’t think they’d hold an inquiry? With all the media attention – ’  
 ‘It’s not that. It’s Girard…what Girard said.’ 
Exposed again, like a mollusc stripped of its shell – all over the news. Even 
here. Nausea lifts her like a wave. Before she can excuse herself it propels her down 
the veranda steps, across the lawn, through a gap in the mock-orange hedge onto the 
deserted Esplanade.  
If only the tide were out, she could just keep going.  
 
* 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
She comes to a trembling halt in the shadow of the hedge, grateful that Mathieson 
hasn’t followed. She shakes the puffer, making it rattle: presses down the canister 
and sucks in the medication, the hiss of escaping pressure sounding loud in the empty 
street. Beyond the blue gums, towering pale and silent along Big Creek, the invisible 
ocean washes and sighs. 
She scrolls for the home number. ‘All lines to the area you are calling are 
currently busy,’ says the recording, bored. Brendan’s mobile goes to voicemail: she 
hangs up without leaving a message.  
She’ll have to go back for Caitlin. In a minute.  
Above the general hubbub from the café, the sharp voice of Maddy’s sister 
Dyan. ‘Natalie! I know you’re out there!’ 
She flattens herself instinctively against the hedge and peeks around the gap, 
hoping no-one will come along the Esplanade to see: an adult absurdly playing hide-
and-seek with the rest of humanity. The hedge gives off the painfully sweet scent of 
mock orange after rain. 
Metres away, a shadow separates from the trunk of a palm – two shadows, 
holding hands. At the same moment Dyan appears in a side doorway, the light 
making a red-gold halo of her hair. The figures in the garden crouch and scuttle 
under the building, just as Dyan steps out on the empty side veranda. 
‘Stop muckin’ around.’ 
The silence of the garden dwarfs the voice. A flying fox passes over, low 
enough to hear the thump and whisper of its wings.  
‘Natalie!’ 
The teenagers must be standing virtually under Dyan’s feet: nothing in 
between but the veranda floorboards. Susan wonders if they, too, are holding their 
breath. Music and hubbub from the café, and – so far away – the tiny white points of 
disinterested stars. 
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There’s a note of defeat in the harsh voice. ‘Nathan, get your arse back inside, 
Stuart’s lookin for ya.’ Dyan’s silhouette turns, goes back inside. 
The young couple cautiously creep out and straighten up, giggling. They hug, 
then Nathan swings out into the light, their joined arms like a streamer flung ship to 
shore. The streamer breaks. Nathan saunters up the steps.  
The girl comes prowling over the dark lawn toward the road, fishing in the 
pocket of her close-fitting jumper, black and white striped sleeves covering the backs 
of her hands. Are they still called Goths, these kids with an inch of eye-liner and a 
fascination with death? As if death were the latest boy band or a collectible cuddly 
toy. She’ll pass through the hedge practically on top of Susan but there’s nowhere to 
go: the street-light casts an unearthly glow over the grass verge, like a stage, and the 
café’s front veranda is packed with audience. The girl pulls out cigarettes and a 
lighter, pushes through the gap in the hedge, and drops the packet.  
‘FUCK!’ 
‘Sorry.’ 
‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ 
‘I’m sorry.’ 
Some instinct of apology makes her bend and scrabble on the ground to 
retrieve the girl’s cigarette packet. When she straightens and hands it over, the kid’s 
just staring at her. Curiosity battling suspicion. She accepts her cigarettes, lights one, 
takes a drag. After a moment she offers the packet. Susan holds up her fingers in 
refusal. Awkward, as kids say now, but she can’t for the moment imagine a way to 
leave. Far out, south of the island, the lip of the moon begins to light the water.  
‘Guess you heard all that.’ The girl blows a thin stream of smoke. 
‘It’s none of my business.’ 
‘Damn straight.’  
The girl inhales, taking her time, settling her thoughts. Susan waits, helpless. 
‘We did you in school.’ Blows smoke at the moon. ‘Current affairs.’ 
‘Oh.’ She resists an inane impulse to say that’s nice. 
‘Teacher put up that pic of Tyla.’  
In no time at all the picture has become an icon; like Daniel Morcombe in his 
classroom, Madeleine McCann’s coloboma. Tyla at her fourth birthday party, green 
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paper crown askew, chocolate cake all over her smile, that manic look blue eyes 
always have when the kid’s been photographed laughing. ‘The picture’s the story. It 
stops ‘em looking any deeper.’ 
Such an odd comment she asks, in spite of herself: ‘What do you mean?’  
The girl inhales again, lets smoke drift as she speaks. ‘Thirty years ago no-
one knew about post-natal depression and all that. Nell Ogden hasn’t hurt a fly since. 
The news said she wasn’t even on meds – what’s she doing in hospital? If she’d gone 
to jail she’d be out by now.’  
Meds. The kid’s been a patient somewhere. It fits: the sullenness, the 
eyeliner. Another time she’d be curious; right now she needs to get away.  
But Caitlin’s in the party and the party’s a school of piranha, hanging in the 
water like any innocent school of fish till she blunders back in, and they turn as one 
and devour her to the bone. Child-killer. ‘You’re very insightful,’ she tells Natalie, 
since she’s here and doesn’t know what to do next and she has to say something. 
The girl doesn’t smile – doesn’t look like she smiles much. ‘I’m going to be a 
documentary filmmaker. You have to look below the surface.’ She blows smoke 
again. ‘You look buggered. Go home.’ 
Home.  
‘I need to fetch Caitlin.’  
‘So fetch her.’ 
She can’t go into that room, among the piranha: her face on the TV minutes 
ago has polluted the place like blood in water. The silence grows heavy with shame.  
The girl grinds out her cigarette against a branch and turns back through the 
hedge. 
‘Natalie…’ 
She speaks over her shoulder. ‘It’s Storm. Only my mum calls me Natalie. 
I’ll get your little girl.’ And she’s gone.  
For a moment the phrase triggers a dark fantasy: I’ll get your little girl. She 
has to shake her head to dislodge it.  
The photo tells nothing about Tyla. Did she lisp? Did she like swimming? 
Picture books? Animals? Engines? Did she cry when she fell, or was she the stoic 
type? Did she balance on top of the monkey bars, laugh in the face of danger? Or did 
she placidly do whatever adults told her to? She wasn’t drugged or knocked out. 
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Again and again the mental image, demanding to be probed like a sore tooth: the 
laughing little girl in the picture, lying on her back in the spare room while her great-
aunt brought down a pillow over her face and snuffed her out like a candle. It makes 
no sense. It’s agony. 
Storm’s coming back. She’s carrying Caitlin, little head lolling on her 
shoulder. ‘What’s wrong?’ Susan surges forward, forgetting the piranha. 
‘She’s practically asleep.’  
‘No I’m not.’ Caitlin struggles to lift her head. Susan reaches out and 
Caitlin’s little arms go around her neck. Warm. Alive. 
 
* 
 
Once Caitlin’s tucked up in the van, in the bunk that used to be Susan’s, she closes 
the door softly and crosses the annexe. For a moment the scent of canvas brings 
memory rushing back: she half-expects to see Mum’s painting in the corner, huge 
and dark on its easel. But there’s only Caitlin’s scooter and helmet, buckets and 
spades. She ducks out through the flap and heads for the nearest pine, pushing 
buttons on her phone. The night air smells of crushed pine needles, wet sand and 
high tide.  
Brendan answers on the first ring, not bothering with ‘hello’. ‘Did you see 
Girard on the news?’  
She rests her forehead on the tree. A burst of laughter over near the barbecue: 
grey nomad couples swell the backs of camp chairs, toasting each other with red 
wine. Smoke drifts. ‘I can’t believe it.’ 
‘Slimy bastard’s after your job.’  
‘He has been all along. He practically told me I only got the position because 
I’m a woman.’  
‘Then why make him Acting Director?’ 
‘I had to. Half the department thinks he should have got it in the first place.’  
‘Are you coming back?’ 
She hesitates. She hasn’t thought that far ahead. ‘They’ll summon me back 
for the inquiry. I haven’t even been to the rock pool yet.’ 
‘You can’t just lie around the beach while Girard undermines your career.’ 
‘What would I do if I rushed back? It’s the weekend.’ 
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‘At least ring him.’ 
‘And say what? All he said was that the department will co-operate with the 
inquiry.’ 
‘And that you’d probably been negligent.’ 
‘Yes but he didn’t say that.’  
Silence. She can hear Brendan struggling with himself: he wants 
confrontation, spades clearly labelled as spades. Baffled and frustrated by things 
going on below the surface. 
‘You understand don’t you, Susan? They’re trying to blame this on you.’ 
‘I know.’ 
‘So the Minister can keep his job.’  
But this – the political side – seems shadowy and unreal. Losing her position, 
her career; the damage to her reputation. Losing her friends; all colleagues. Abstract. 
It’s the dreams that seem real. 
‘That union rep’s making I-told-you-so noises.’ 
‘Lenny Evans? He’ll be loving this. He wants hospitals with three thousand 
patients and twice as many nurses – if he had his way no-one would ever be 
discharged. Stegosaurus of a man.’ 
She broods. She wanted to talk to Brendan; had some vague idea he’d make 
things better. Like a dad. Now that seems absurd. 
‘So… how are you going there?’ 
She has a sudden image of him on their honeymoon five years ago. The last 
time she saw him in board shorts, building a sandcastle together with a thick-
buttressed curtain wall. She planted two little sticks on top of the castle, one for her 
and one for Brendan, and finally felt secure. 
‘Suze?’ 
She brushes the corner of her eye. ‘I don’t know, Brendan. I’m so tired.’ 
‘It’s a long drive.’  
‘It’s not that. I’m not sleeping well.’ He clears his throat. He doesn’t like 
talking about what’s happened – he hasn’t said Tyla’s name once – but he’s all she’s 
got. ‘The craziest thing – ’ 
‘What?’ His voice is quiet.  
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‘I’m reliving the traumatic moment, but not my traumatic moment. Not the 
moment they paged me with the news. Not even the moment I signed the form. The 
murder.’ This is the part she didn’t tell the baby psychologist. She swallows.  
‘I dream it. I picture it when I’m awake, go over and over the details – I can’t 
stop. I can see the grooves in the walls, the fretwork over the door. I can smell the 
air, for god’s sake. But I wasn’t there. I have no idea what that bedroom looks or 
smells like. I don’t know if it has a fretwork.’ She should stop talking; she’s working 
herself into hysteria. ‘I’ve been in this business twenty years, I’ve treated hundreds 
of PTSD patients. I never knew anyone who kept reliving an experience they never 
had! You know Tyla’s mother’s only twenty? Letycia.’ 
‘Susan – ’  
‘When someone suicides, we speak with the family. But a homicide – the 
lawyers won’t let us contact them.’ 
‘They probably don’t want to speak to you.’ 
‘But what if they do? I owe it to the mother, to explain -’ 
‘Sweetheart, you’re babbling. I said all along this holiday wasn’t such a good 
idea.’ 
‘Holiday?’ 
‘Stress leave. Gardening leave. Whatever.’ 
Gardening leave: the public service euphemism. You’re not overcome by the 
pressure, you’re not failing, you’re not abrogating your responsibilities, you’re just 
doing some gardening.  
She’s never gardened in her life. 
Without warning, an image of the farm house: paint flaking, gutter sprouting 
leaves and twigs like the long thin nest of some untidy bird. Mum lugged ten rose 
bushes home from town near the end of one brown winter; bare savage thorny things 
with their roots gloved in plastic bags. Mum dug the first two holes in a frenzy of 
mattock-flashing, dirt-spraying and laughter, then abandoned the bagged roses in a 
scratchy heap. After a week, dandelions began poking their heads up through the 
stack. Dad dug the remaining holes and stomped the bushes in, labouring through 
several cold twilights, but without pruning or tending the bushes grew leggy and 
fragile, aphid-sucked, black-spotted, never showed more than a bloom or two in any 
season.  
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Another shout of laughter from the elders round the barbecue. She leans her 
cheek on the silky-scratchy bark of the pine.  
‘I just want everything to go back to normal.’ 
A mistake – she hears him catch his breath, about to urge her return, and 
jumps in without thinking.  
‘Will you come?’ 
‘To the beach?’  
Now that she hears herself say it, it’s not such a bad idea. Six hours’ drive, 
but still… 
‘It’s the weekend.’ 
‘Ah, Suze.’ She knows he’s rubbing his forehead: he does that when he’s 
tired, perplexed, exasperated. ‘Those programmers are flying in from Melbourne, 
remember? I’ll be tied up with them most of tomorrow. Waiting on Phil’s call when 
you rang.’  
‘I shouldn’t be here with Caitlin on my own. I’m not fit. There was a dog on 
the beach – ’  
‘Come back. You’ll be more comfortable at home. With me for support.’ 
‘Support?’ It bursts out before she can stop it. ‘You don’t understand any of 
this. You think I should have stayed at work.’ 
‘What’s unsupportive about that?’ Now he’s angry too. ‘Yes, I think you 
should have worked through it. Things would have settled down. It’s nothing that out 
of the ordinary, in the scheme of things. Kids die.’  
Kids die.  
She feels like throwing the phone.  
‘Then Girard couldn’t have – look, that call’s coming through. Let’s both 
calm down and talk more about this tomorrow, okay? I really think you should come 
back.’  
‘But – ’ 
‘Love you.’ 
He’s gone. Probably just as well. 
 
* 
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She wants to gather Caitlin up, all warm and sleepy: squeeze her, kiss her hair, 
breathe her scent, reassure herself of all that life and beauty still present, still 
promising. She forces herself just to stand by the bed and look. In sleep, moonlight 
falling across her cheek, Caitlin could be years younger – or years older – a baby or a 
schoolgirl. Any child.  
She’s exhausted but sleep, after the sudden blow-up with Brendan, is as far 
off as the stars. She steps from the van and closes the door with a soft click.  
The moon’s fully up, a huge golden riding light. From the beach she’d be 
able to see it hanging over the island, making the waves sparkle in that silvery 
otherworldly way the sun can never manage. 
But I can’t go to the beach.  
She’s fast asleep. 
What if she wakes up? 
She won’t. 
I can’t just leave her. 
You’ll be a hundred metres away. Less. 
Madeleine McCann’s parents were a hundred metres away. Tyla’s dad was 
in the next room. 
She must stop thinking about Tyla Aspinall, Madeleine McCann, James 
Bolger, Daniel Morecombe, the memorial roll of lost and stolen children. She must 
be a normal parent, do normal things. Take five minutes to walk on the beach while 
Caitlin sleeps in the caravan. She can do this. 
The rising moon throws a silver track at right-angles to the causeway, 
invisible under the high tide. She thinks of the rock pool, also buried now under dark 
water. Takes a deep breath of night.  
Standing in the nurses’ station after interviewing Nell. Flicking through the 
chart one more time. ‘All the day leaves have gone well – no problems?’ 
The young social worker – Linda, Lyndal? – nodded eagerly. ‘We started 
with a few hours every few days, at her brother’s home. I’ve been going with her, 
and one of the nurses. She’s met the neighbours and various relatives. Then she had a 
couple of half-days unaccompanied, and a full day, and everything was fine. Her 
little great-niece visits there quite often: she’s really taken to Nell.’ 
‘All right then. She seems keen to try an overnight stay.’  
‘She talks about nothing else.’ 
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She wasn’t required to conduct a clinical assessment before approving 
overnight leave. But the provision was there in the Mental Health Act, and with Nell 
so institutionalised it seemed a good idea. Thirty years in hospital: the ward, the day 
room, the Sally Army ladies bringing little gifts of soap and talcum powder at 
Christmas. If you weren’t mad to begin with… She met with Nell.  
Did she miss something? Some subtle cue, something she should have picked 
up? But she’s been through this over and over – Nell sitting in the armchair in her 
floral dress, smiling, excited at the prospect of sleeping away from the hospital for 
the first time in decades. Had she been planning it even then? The police said not, the 
treating psychiatrist said not. No answers. 
Green lights mark the channel, out from Big Creek past the north end of the 
island. Except in the smallest of ways – Etta’s Tea Shoppe becoming a café, a little 
more cleared ground at the caravan park – nothing’s changed here.  
Tomorrow, she’ll go to the rock pool.  
She hurries back toward the van: how has she lost track of time? The moon’s 
smaller and whiter now, high in the sky. It’s been much longer than five minutes. 
Wind tosses the pine branches. She stops.  
The van door’s open. 
She vaults up the step. Caitlin’s not in her bunk. 
Burst from the van, look around. Empty chairs by the barbecue. Something 
crackles in the native hibiscus.  
Nell stands in front of the bushes in her floral dress, white hair neatly 
fastened, arm draped possessively over Caitlin’s chest. But Nell’s younger, much 
younger; Susan’s age; younger than Susan. They’re both staring, Nell and Caitlin. 
Then Caitlin’s mouth drops open to scream for her mother. But no sound comes out.  
Susan’s running, but the sand sucks her down. She must save Tyla. She tries 
to say the name but it comes out muffled and confused; and now she’s fighting Nell, 
she’s become Tyla pushing back but there’s a weight on her shoulders, pressing her 
face down in the sand except it’s not sand, it’s soft and solid at the same time like 
cloud, she can’t breathe – 
She shakes herself awake, gasping. The sheet’s damp and rank with sweat, 
twined round her chest. She fights free of it, stumbles across the sandy lino, stubs her 
toe and almost falls onto Caitlin’s bed; sand grits under her knees.  
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The moonlight makes the little face silver and otherworldly. Silky cinnamon 
lashes on soft cheeks. The child’s chest is so slight, there’s no detecting its rise and 
fall in the dark: she puts her fingers in front of Caitlin’s lips to feel for the breath, and 
the child sighs in her sleep. 
 She won’t, won’t let herself cry. 
 
* 
 
There’s no escaping the night. It’s nowhere near dawn, and like a child she’s afraid 
to go back to sleep. Wind moves in the pines outside like a crowd of whispering 
people, pressing in, and for the second time today she finds herself remembering 
Astrid. 
So many girls. Tall girls in twos and threes, assured and mature, as if any day 
now they’d be receiving university degrees and running businesses. Little girls 
hanging off fathers’ hands, chattering at mothers. Groups of girls being shepherded 
between rose-gardens. At her primary school she knew every student, their brothers 
and sisters and dogs. Here were more uniformed girls on the front lawn than at her 
entire school assembly, and a thousand more scattered through the buildings and 
grounds. A thousand! She didn’t know a single one. It made her head swim, but there 
was comfort in it. No-one caught her eye or spoke to her. It was peaceful, like being 
invisible: a ghost. 
 Then up bounced Astrid – solid as an apple, vivid cheeks, bobbed hair 
swinging. ‘Hello, I’m Astrid, are you new?’ 
 Dad looked up from the map, a smile easing his face. ‘Yes. Susan’s in Year 
Six.’ 
 ‘Sixes to eights in the Margaret Lacey wing. Come on!’ Astrid seized the 
suitcase handle and went charging off, babbling about maths, lockers, swimming 
club. Susan and Dad followed. She could tell by his smile he was letting himself 
think now everything will be all right. 
‘Why did you come up to me, that first day?’ she asked much later. Astrid 
shrugged. 
‘You looked lost, and your dad looked terrified. Plus, you had the most 
gorgeous hair.’ She let out a peal of laughter – Susan’s hair being exactly the same 
shade as hers.  
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Astrid had been a boarder since Year One. Her parents were wealthy graziers 
on some isolated property out west, who’d decided Astrid’s energetic sociability 
needed more outlet than the School of the Air could provide.  
‘Plus, Mum had her hands full with the twins, and baby Belinda,’ Astrid 
explained through a mouthful of peanut M & Ms, sitting cross-legged on Susan’s bed 
that first evening while a maelstrom of unpacking and chasings and shrieks raged 
through the dorm. ‘She’s had Simon and Amelia since then, too.’  
‘You’re the oldest?’ She could barely imagine such a tribe. 
Astrid nodded. ‘I’ll inherit the property from Mum and Dad. Everyone calls 
me the Princess of Persephone. Because our place is called Persephone Downs.’ It 
sounded so glamorous. Susan’s family’s farm didn’t have a name: it was just Mail 
Service 114, Creek Road.  
‘You have to join the swimming team,’ Astrid announced.  
‘Why?’ The idea appealed in a misty way. 
‘Because it’s my favourite thing ever. I got the trophy for Most Improved last 
year.’  
So at five o’clock Monday morning, she stood on the block next to Astrid, 
waiting for Mr McClintock to blow his whistle. Swimming lessons at her old school 
were half an hour a week in the summer terms, and she’d never learnt to dive. When 
the whistle screamed she jumped awkwardly, one knee going into the water first.  
But once in the water she fell into the familiar rhythm – reach out, pull back, 
breathe, kick. The pool sides slid past, water trickling past her ears with its 
comforting whispery gurgle. She couldn’t tumble turn so she touched the wall at the 
end and kicked off, noticing that despite her graceless dive, she was only a little 
behind the rest. Astrid was just emerging from her turn and they took the first stroke 
of the return length together. 
And she felt a surge of something. Not competition: not wanting to beat 
Astrid. More the feeling of getting sums right. A joy, a pride. Doing something well. 
Was that competitiveness? She’d always been uncomfortable with the idea of 
winners and losers, but she loved the idea of excellence. Doing the right thing at the 
right time, doing it brilliantly. She longed to excel. So she stretched a little further, 
kicked a little harder, breathed a little deeper, felt her arms scything the water and 
pushing it bodily behind her. Concrete touched her fingertips unexpectedly. She 
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shook water from her eyes and looked round. Others were just touching the wall 
now. Astrid was still half a body-length away. 
Mr McClintock loomed on the poolside. ‘Susan, is it?’ He made a note on his 
clipboard, half-frowning. ‘We’ll have to teach you to dive.’ 
In the showers, Astrid wouldn’t shut up. ‘You were amazing, Susan! I did 
everything to get ahead of you on that last lap, but you just kept pulling away.’  
Communal showers were a shock – not even a curtain to pull between her 
body and Astrid’s, or Clorinda Olsen on the other side. But there wasn’t time to go 
back to the dorm for a private shower before breakfast. She toyed with the idea of 
just blotting her togs with the towel and pulling her uniform over the top, but knew 
embarrassing wet patches would show through. The best way to avoid attention was 
to do as the others did. And once she was past the exquisitely awful moment of 
slipping off her togs, she managed to block out the thought of being naked in public, 
and enjoy the sensation of warm water combing her hair over tired shoulders.  
‘What was that dive, though?’ asked Clorinda of the steaming air. She 
stepped away from the shower rose and squeezed her long blonde hair as if ringing 
its neck. ‘I’ve heard of a swan-dive, but your style’s more… emu.’ 
A couple of girls laughed, and someone repeated emu. Susan felt herself 
blushing. 
‘Don’t be mean,’ said Astrid. ‘She still won. Once she learns to dive and turn, 
she’ll be unbeatable.’ 
‘Isn’t that sweet – sticking up for your girlfriend!’ Clorinda made kissy 
noises. Susan stared at the drain hole, felt her face blush hotter, and the first twinge 
of tightness in her chest. She carefully breathed the steam.  
‘You gonna be all day?’ someone asked, and she had to leave the warm 
cascade and hurry over to her towel on the peg.  
‘Don’t listen,’ said Astrid in a low voice. ‘They’re just jealous.’  
It was so strange and new, having someone take her side. She felt a rush of 
gratitude towards Astrid, and if she’d been less shy and the room less crowded, she 
might have hugged her.  
 
* 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 
Caitlin’s an early riser, so pastel dawn finds mother and daughter wading up one of 
the tributaries of Big Creek. It’s like walking through light, soft and warm, liquid 
shadows racing and rippling over white sand as the tide runs in. Caitlin grasps a 
green plastic hand-reel and happily drags a lure along the bottom, this way and that, 
perfectly content in her ignorance of the ways and tastes of fish. Susan scans 
carefully through the dancing lights and rippling shadows for the little brown 
stingrays, though they’ll rise and fly long before approaching feet come close. Waves 
of birds make their way up the creek – three solemn pelicans gliding low over the 
water, a screeching flight of rainbow lorikeets, a solitary grey reef heron that alights 
in silence and picks its way along the water’s edge, poking its pencil beak 
fastidiously into the mud.  
Susan’s watching the heron when Caitlin lets out a shriek. Stingray. 
Stonefish. Susan swoops her out of the water, squeezes her, tries to check her feet for 
damage and look where she’s pointing and ask her what’s happened all at the same 
time. 
There’s a crab pot lodged under the roots of some mangroves. A large mud-
crab sits in middle of the trap, regarding them balefully through its opaque eyes and 
mumbling its mouthparts. 
‘Oh darling.’ She almost laughs. ‘It’s a crab. Mud crab. They’re very yummy 
to eat.’  
‘Yuck!’ 
Looking at the crab, she has to admit Caitlin has a point. Its blue-green 
carapace looks muddy brown in the shadow under the bank, it’s still grasping a scrap 
of fish-gut in one fat pincer, and there’s something toadish about its stolid squatting, 
its resentful glare.  
An elderly man wearing nothing but a filthy old pair of shorts makes his way 
towards them from a battered tinny pulled onto the bank some way upstream. His 
skin looks like an over-sized shirt, hanging off his bony shoulders and rib-cage, deep 
brown and infinitely wrinkled. He has grey hair like spiders’ webs. 
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‘Good morning,’ Susan calls as soon as he’s close enough, but he’s intent on 
the crab-pot. 
‘Crab, you see. Oh yes. Grabby crab. Maddy and the grabby man. He makes 
her crabby, yes oh yes. Yes indeed. Mind your fingers.’ 
Caitlin tucks in all her fingers and clasps her hands close to her chest, 
although she’s still in Susan’s arms and nowhere near the crab. The man tips it into a 
bucket and holds it down with a stick. He straightens up, holding the crab by the 
back flippers; Caitlin hides her face in Susan’s shoulder as the man peers at the 
creature’s underside.  
‘Oh no no no, not a keeper, not a keeper creeper, it’s a little lady, see? Like 
you, little lady’ – Caitlin, who has peeked out, hides her face again – ‘not a laddie 
crabby, a Jenny, not a Jacky crab. Jilly crab. She’s got eggs. Eggs between her legs. 
Swim away little girl, swim swim.’ 
He releases the crab into the water. Caitlin shrieks again and tries to climb 
higher up her mother. The crab is in no hurry to embrace freedom: she sits on the 
sandy bottom for a moment, moving her mouthparts like a grumpy old woman in 
thought, before taking a few tentative steps sideways and vanishing into the safety of 
the mangrove roots. Caitlin peers curiously out from the safety of Susan’s shoulder. 
‘Why did he let it go?’ 
‘It’s a girl crab,’ Susan explains. ‘You have to let the girl crabs go, so they 
can have baby crabs. Then there’ll still be crabs here for you to catch when you grow 
up.’ But the old man shakes his head. 
‘No no no, not here. Not when you’re all grown up. No crabs any more. No 
creek.’ 
She wonders if this is part of a delusional system or a random idea from 
somewhere else, but he sounds quite firm about it, as well as sad. ‘What do you 
mean?’ 
‘Marina, marinara, seafood marinara, no more seafood, no more mangroves, 
see? Rip out the mangroves, no mud, no blood, the creek is the blood, the lifeblood.’ 
He lifts his scant eyebrows and his eyes bulge. ‘No mud, no little fish, no big fish, all 
gone. Just boats then. Big boats. Boats floating. Bloating. Ships. Fish and ships. No 
fish though, no crabs. She’s trying to stop it.’ 
‘Maddy?’ 
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‘Mary Mary quite contrary, crabby Maddy. But she can’t. Barking at the 
wind. King Canute ordered the waves, told the tide not to come in. Unnatural tide. 
Not natural.’ He shakes his head. ‘Once it comes in, never goes out again. No more 
crabs.’ He points vaguely towards the eastern bank of the creek. ‘You go look, 
chook. Board, big board, big boring boorish board.’ Still shaking his head, without 
any further farewell he wades up the creek, presumably towards his next pot. Susan 
sets Caitlin back on her feet in the water.  
Curiosity and a vague disquiet prompt her to follow the Esplanade back to the 
caravan park, past the jetty and the fish and chip shop. She finds the billboard: they 
must have passed it yesterday, but by then she was tired and begging Caitlin to hold 
on for the toilet. 
SELLING SOON: PARADISE SHORES MARINA RESORT! The main 
picture is a Photoshopped composite image. A resort almost spans the creek, aproned 
with yacht berths, open water in front. In the picture it’s sunset: the resort looks cosy 
with its welcoming lights. The sea is a deep bronze, the sky on fire, palms silhouetted 
blackly against it. In the lower left-hand corner a dolphin arcs gently through 
darkening water. 
The smaller pictures are presumably photos from similar developments 
already built: smartly-furnished living areas, balconies overlooking the sea, 
impossibly blue and sparkling pools. As a child she always wondered why anyone 
would need a swimming pool at the beach. Their blue concrete and white tiles were 
so profoundly sterile and boring compared with the rock pool.  
Terry Mathieson’s face, beaming its gold-toothed smile, appears in a red 
starburst in the lower right-hand corner, along with contact details. He looks tanned 
and prosperous, friendly, reassuring. Even in a photograph she’s struck by his air of 
command.  
Development. It has to happen, after all. The population keeps growing: 
people want to stay at the beach. She’s just conscious of a sad, irrational wish that it 
didn’t have to happen here.  
 
* 
 
She worries about cooking in the caravan. It seems too small, too confined. Half-
remembered stories from childhood haunt her: exploding gas bottles, burning canvas. 
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She can’t remember ever witnessing an incident like that, but the anxiety’s as real as 
if she had. She shuffles solidifying eggs round the pan, willing them to hurry up and 
cook so she can turn off the gas. She’s already burnt her forearm on the cooktop: a 
small puckered line that stings out of all proportion.  
 Mum cooking eggs at this same stove, in the same pan with the same red 
plastic egg-flip that last holiday, the one with the painting.  
‘Is Daddy coming here?’ asks Caitlin through a mouthful of milky cereal. 
‘No darling.’ 
‘Why not?’ 
‘He’s very busy at work.’  
Susan scoops eggs onto a plate, sets it on the table. ‘We’re having fun 
together, aren’t we? We had fun in the creek this morning.’ 
‘Except for that crazy old man.’ 
‘He was a very nice man.’ Pumps water into the pan. ‘I want to show you all 
the places I loved when I was little.’ 
‘Can we go and see Peta?’ 
‘I expect we’ll see her on the beach.’  
Caitlin sprinkles salt carefully on her eggs, takes an experimental mouthful, 
and talks through it. 
‘Don’t you like Daddy anymore?’  
It’s so out of the blue, Susan stops mid-pump. 
‘What makes you say that?’ 
Caitlin shrugs and pushes her plate away. 
‘I don’t want eggs.’ 
‘You said you did. What did you mean about Daddy?’ 
‘I’m full. Can we go to the playground?’ 
‘Yes, when I finish my breakfast.’  
Caitlin slides down and rushes over to rootle for pencils in her Hello Kitty 
backpack. Susan resists the automatic impulse to tell her not to run in the van.  
‘Knock knock,’ says a voice outside the screen door, making Susan jump. 
Through the window she can see Nathan, the young man from last night, helping two 
of Maddy’s children onto the playground swings.  
It’s the girl at the door. ‘Hello, um… Storm.’ Susan forces a smile. ‘What 
brings you here this morning?’ 
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‘Maddy thought you might want to go for a swim or something by yourself. 
We can take Caitie to play with our kids, bring her back later.’ 
‘Oh, that’s very kind of you, Storm. And Maddy too. But…’ 
‘Can I Mummy?’ Caitlin’s jumping up and down, making the caravan lurch.  
‘We haven’t had any time together yet. I want to show you the rock pool…’ 
  ‘Bo-ring!’  
‘Caitlin.’ 
‘I want to see Peta.’ 
‘I’m sure you’ll see her at some point.’ 
Caitlin pulls her ‘pleading’ face, clasping her hands theatrically. God knows 
where she picked that up. Storm meets Susan’s eyes with an expression that’s hard to 
read, chin slightly raised. A challenge. ‘Don’t you trust us?’  
She holds the girl’s gaze, speaks quietly. ‘Please understand. Caitlin’s four.’ 
The sea roars faintly along the front and Tyla’s name is not spoken. The shame.  
When Nathan speaks it’s gentle as a wave: she hasn’t noticed him arrive. 
‘Come with us.’  
 
* 
 
A sand-castle. A castle of sand. You have choices: if you build above the high tide 
line, carting up buckets of water, your castle will be safe from the sea but will 
eventually crumble. That honeymoon castle she and Brendan built in rain-soaked 
sand at the top of the beach: over the weekend she watched the outlines of the curtain 
wall blur, become vague, slide and forget, till nothing was left but low heaps of sand 
like loaves of mouldy bread.  
On the other hand, if you build at just the right point between low water and 
high, the sand will be wet and perfectly malleable, but eventually the sea will reclaim 
it. Like the one on holiday with Caitlin, at Burleigh Heads: the agony of watching the 
waves creep up. Ten or twenty small waves between the ones that got high enough to 
take a bite. When the first major chunk of the north wall slumped and collapsed a cry 
escaped her: she hurried Brendan and Caitlin away from the beach, in a state close to 
panic.  
The kids head straight for the tideline to hunt for shells, pebbles, mangrove 
seeds, feathers. Nathan goes with them, so clearly alert and attentive she can resist 
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the urge to keep Caitlin within arm’s reach – as if they were at a pool – and settle 
down, somewhat awkwardly, to castle-building. 
Storm’s begun by whacking handfuls of sand into a roughly round shape; not 
exactly a keep, more like the lumpy low outline of the extinct volcano behind the 
town. Now she’s dribbling wet sand to form crooked gothic spires with ragged 
windows. Susan makes a start beyond the castle: a square wall with a smooth space 
inside for a kitchen garden. She scoops out a fish pond, places a lump of seaweed for 
an apple tree, drapes a row of little sticks with bunches of sea-grapes. Raspberry 
canes. Kings and queens would eat raspberries.  
‘First time I ever saw a garden for a sand-castle.’ Storm’s staring critically at 
her efforts. 
‘The people in the castle have to eat, don’t they?’ 
‘Newsflash, Doc. They’re not real people.’ 
‘That’s okay. They’re not real raspberries.’  
A grin touches the girl’s lower lip. This won’t do: she’s not out to befriend 
the local adolescents. Storm nods at the neat dressing on Susan’s arm. ‘Did you cut 
yourself?’  
‘Burnt it on the stove.’ 
‘On purpose?’ 
‘Of course not.’  
‘You don’t fool me, Doc.’ 
It’s out before she can stop it. ‘You’re not fooling me, either.’  
Storm gives her a calculating look. ‘No, it’s all right,’ she says hurriedly, but 
the girl’s sliding up her sleeve. Her forearm is a net of scars.  
Scars are even more individual than tattoos. She’s seen similar tattoos on 
more than one person, but the pattern of scars on every cutter’s arm is unique, no 
matter how many you’ve seen. It’s like reading a hand-drawn chart to a secret island.  
Some of the marks are sets of superficial scratches, three or four parallel 
lines; others are deep incisions bubbled over with thick keloids. The shortest lines are 
around a centimetre long, the longest no more than two: relief comes with the blood, 
she doesn’t carve up her flesh. Some self-harm scars make your stomach twist. The 
scars vary in age but not by much – Storm’s cutting history is maybe two years. 
There are no recent cuts.  
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She’s watching Susan’s eyes, alert for disgust or judgement or – what – 
professional excitement? ‘I must be better. They let me out of hospital.’  
‘How long were you there?’ 
‘About a year.’  
‘Mt Ramsden adolescent? I was there as a registrar.’ 
‘Before my time. I got out a couple of weeks ago. Then I came here.’ 
No-one cuts like that unless something terrible’s happened. Terrible enough 
that she doesn’t want to know. Storm, in turn, is looking at Susan’s arm, sun gilding 
the fine hairs. She resists the impulse to put it behind her back. 
‘You haven’t done it for years.’  
A gull protests overhead. Not much point arguing. Only someone like Storm 
would recognize those faint old scars that could easily be from gardening or 
bushwalking, coral cuts, cat scratches.  
‘No.’  
‘Don’t start again, mate.’ 
‘I won’t.’  
‘You can get addicted.’ 
‘I know.’ Being lectured by a sixteen year-old self-harmer is almost funny. 
Like being attacked by a damsel fish. 
‘Cos physical pain’s better than the other kind.’  
‘Yes.’ The breeze is very gentle. The waves go about their business of 
washing the sand.  
At the water’s edge, Maddy in a bright yellow Fish Watch t-shirt and huge 
straw hat chats brightly with a bemused-looking elderly angler, one of the grey 
nomads from the caravan park. He’s got a squire and Maddy’s measuring it for him. 
Susan can see from here the fish is undersized – thirty-five centimetres for snapper, 
and that one wouldn’t be thirty – but she’d know even if she couldn’t see the fish. 
Maddy’s earnestly friendly; the angler stiff-backed with consternation. He unhooks 
the fish and reluctantly tosses it back. Maddy presses the fish ruler on him, along 
with a little booklet of illustrations and legal sizes. Maddy cups his bicep with her 
hand, smiling, laughing, and the old man’s shoulders soften. Her technique is 
admirable. For certain, the old bloke will unhook the next undersized fish with a 
knowledgeable nod and toss it back. ‘Snapper’s gotta be thirty-five centimetres,’ 
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he’ll tell anyone who’s listening, or the empty air if necessary, because when it 
comes to fishing he knows what’s what.  
‘They’re all foster kids,’ says Storm, watching. ‘Maddy doesn’t believe in 
putting more pressure on the planet. She reckons we should look after the kids we’ve 
got.’ 
‘Do you plan to have children yourself?’ Trying to sound normal, adult. The 
sky hasn’t fallen.  
‘Maybe. Look out, here’s trouble.’  
Mathieson, barefoot and tanned in scarlet Speedos, is making his way down 
the beach to the sea. For a moment it looks like Maddy will ignore him, but she stops 
and seems to struggle with herself. Whether it’s a win or a loss, she heads for 
Mathieson. 
Storm makes a dive for her bag and pulls out a small, professional-looking 
video camera. ‘Come on Doc, this we gotta see.’  
‘What?’ 
‘Stillwater, Doc. The future hangs in the balance. Come on!’ Storm races off 
towards the combatants. 
Another time, if it weren’t for Tyla, Susan would care. She’d find the energy 
to help Maddy oppose the development, though the resistance seems doomed from 
the start. She’d try to arbitrate, suggest compromises. But her failure to save Tyla 
sets her apart, robs her of rights. She reaches for another bunch of sea-grapes, 
pretending she’s invisible.  
But Maddy and Mathieson come face to face only a short way down the 
beach, well within earshot. Storm has barely time to wrench off her lens cap and lift 
the camera before Maddy reaches him, planting feet in sand and hands on hips.  
 ‘I was thinking about what you said last night,’ says Maddy. Her focus is all 
on Mathieson; she doesn’t seem to notice Storm filming. For his part, it’s clear he’s 
enjoying the attention. Their voices carry on the sea breeze. ‘You’ve got a nerve, 
talking about the soul of the place. All you care about is making money.’ 
‘There’s nothing wrong with making money, Maddy. People who think there 
is, who keep themselves poor out of principle, are cutting off their nose to spite their 
face.’ 
The colour rises in Maddy’s round face. ‘My house is not for sale!’  
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‘I understand. You love your house. You love living where you live. Up until 
now you couldn’t see how it might be even better. But imagine for a moment the 
marina’s built. You’re looking at the boats, swaying gently in the water. I’m not 
telling you you’ll begin to like the idea. But you might find yourself starting to feel a 
little more comfortable about it.’ 
‘I won’t,’ says Maddy flatly. The hypnotic thing isn’t working on her.  
‘Stuart’s over the moon.’ 
‘Stuart’s only thinking about himself.’ 
‘How so? He wants to share this wonderful place with other people.’ 
‘It won’t be “this wonderful place” once it’s a complex of swimming pools 
overrun with yuppies. Stuart just wants to be head chef in a smart restaurant. He 
won’t realise what he’s traded for it, till it’s too late.’  
Mathieson glances over at Susan, as if to enlist her support. There’s nowhere 
to go: she concentrates on sticking two pelican feathers into the sand, banners at the 
garden gate. ‘Maddy, with respect, some might argue you’re the one being selfish. 
Trying to keep all this to yourself.’ 
‘I’m just trying to keep it! The global population’s growing by a quarter of a 
million people a day. We should be living more simply, consuming less, disrupting 
the workings of the planet less. Not burying more and more of it under concrete and 
bluestone so we can park our yachts and drink wine on our balconies looking at the 
sea.’  
‘Look, Maddy, I appreciate your point of view. You’ve got some valid points. 
How about I come and see you, and talk about this properly?’ 
‘There’s nothing to talk about. It’s not going to happen.’ 
Mathieson gives her a smile with a hint of pity, and heads down the beach 
towards the silver curl of waves.  
‘The Environment Minister still has forty days to approve the application!’ 
shouts Maddy.  
Mathieson half-turns. The sun glistens on his brown shoulders. ‘The Minister 
for Regional Development has accepted my invitation to the prospectus launch. 
Maddy, can I suggest you’re just a little risk-averse? We’re all scared of change, so 
we put up with things – we try to make virtues out of disadvantages. You’ll see. 
Paradise Shores is a change for the better.’ He raises a hand, turning away. 
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‘God, is that your slogan?’ sneers Maddy. But he breaks into a run, dives into 
the shallows. Storm pans to Maddy for her reaction. 
‘Oh put that bloody thing away, Storm!’ Maddy stalks up the beach and 
stands over Susan. ‘Don’t worry, this isn’t over yet.’ As if she’s expressed concern. 
Storm, behind Maddy, is still filming. Susan carefully places a piece of shell for a 
wicket-gate, and tries to find something sensible to say.  
‘Have you put in a written submission?’ 
‘Pages! We got a polite form letter: ‘Thank you for your submission number 
2-4-X-Y-Z with regard to the proposed Paradise Shores Marina Resort’ blah blah 
blah. But I’ve still got a trick or two up my sleeve.’ Maddy starts to walk away, up 
the beach towards her house, but a thought seems to strike her and she turns. ‘Susan, 
I’m sure you could use some me-time. Leave Caitie with my kids: Nathan and Storm 
will keep an eye on them.’ She smiles briefly, and without waiting for an answer 
she’s bustling away up the beach, head down as if weighted with thoughts of her next 
move.  
She doesn’t have to go anywhere. It was just a suggestion. Storm’s replacing 
her lens cap.  
‘You’re the embedded journalist covering this conflict?’ 
‘There’s a program, to start uni a year early. Riverglen College of Arts. I just 
need good Year Eleven marks and a brilliant work sample.’ 
‘So is it a feature film or a documentary?’ 
Storm looks scornful. ‘Doco. Can’t be arsed making stuff up.’ She weighs the 
little camera in her hand for a moment, like an egg. ‘They forced me to go on camp. 
The leisure therapist wouldn’t let me sit around – he made me official videographer. 
I got hooked. Gaffed the camera to me helmet on the flying fox. I’ll show you. All 
these trees rushing past, and me screaming like a bastard. It was mental!’ It’s the first 
time she’s seen Storm really smile. Finds herself smiling back. ‘So. Can you trust me 
with your baby yet?’ 
Her smile vanishes like water into sand. ‘There’s no need to be so defensive. 
It’s not about you, it’s about me.’  
‘Yeah yeah, I’ve done enough reassuring shrinks to last a lifetime. If you 
don’t trust me, trust Nathan – there’s a man you can count on.’ Nathan, on the 
water’s edge, is being some kind of horse for the pack of giggling children. Caitlin 
hangs round his neck like a weighty pendant.   
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Clutching at straws: ‘She has asthma. She doesn’t get it often, but running 
around and giggling can bring it on. If she has a bad attack with strangers and I’m 
not there – ’ 
 ‘Were you always this over-protective, or is it just Tyla?’ A gust of wind 
blows the children’s laughter, and she’s chilled inside her sun-washed skin. Why 
can’t people just leave her alone?   
Sour. ‘Your therapist must have had a very confrontational style.’  
Storm shrugs. ‘Sometimes that’s what you need.’ Her eyes are shrewd, 
rimmed in their soft black kohl. She’s not unsympathetic. ‘Got her puffer?’ 
Susan hesitates. She hands it over.  
‘She’ll be fine,’ says Storm. ‘Fuck off and swim.’  
 
* 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 
She used to think of South Cove as a bite taken out of the dark cliffs by some 
unthinkably huge sea creature, crumbs dropping from its teeth as it withdrew into the 
deep. The crumb-rocks are islands at high tide, but now they stick up from the sand 
in their skirts of bright green algae, and kids clamber over their bare sun-warmed 
tops. 
She picks her way through the little waves, out towards the mouth of the cove 
and the first line of breakers. The island is slightly to her left, nearly half a kilometre 
of blue water away. Amazing, really, her parents let her go out there alone at six and 
seven and eight – but she always walked across the causeway. She’s never swum the 
channel.  
She dives headlong into the belly of an oncoming wave. Arrows down and 
kicks, letting most of the onshore force of the wave move through above her body. 
Comes up for breath close to the next wave – this one she can glide up and over 
before it breaks. And the next. A few more strokes and the breaker line’s behind her. 
She turns on her back and floats, gazing up at the blue.  
Tyla’s face: laughing blue eyes, chocolate smile, paper crown askew. She 
should have had so many more parties.  
The decision was logical. Well-intentioned, well-informed. For all the right 
reasons, made with all available information. She didn’t make it alone: she only 
endorsed a decision already made by a dozen highly-trained people. But she 
interviewed Nell herself. There must be some detail she missed. Such a careful, 
deliberate decision can’t have such catastrophic consequences; it isn’t fair, the world 
can’t work like that. Effects have antecedents: plants grow from seeds, cyclones from 
specific weather conditions – horrific things don’t just come out of the blue. So there 
must be something she failed to see.  
Ruminating – the same word for a cow chewing its cud. At least that achieves 
something. She tries to distract herself by looking for shapes in the clouds. But the 
clouds are high and there’s a wind up there, dispersing the white wisps as rapidly as 
they form. So she focusses on the water – its temperature, the way it feels against her 
skin.  
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As a child, she learned how to make her body disappear in the sea. She knew 
from her science books that the body is composed mostly of water. So she would feel 
her skin as nothing more than a membrane round the body of water; a bag of water 
floating in the sea. Then she’d imagine the membrane dissolving away like cloud till 
there was no boundary between the water of her body and the water of the sea. She 
could make herself invisible, insubstantial – just a consciousness among the waves.  
There was that thing at high school Astrid did with her. By now it’s probably 
made its way into an email circular purportedly authored by the Dalai Lama, that 
busy fellow. It was called the Game of Life. Astrid said, ‘You’re on a road. What’s 
the road like?’ She had to answer immediately, whatever came into her head, and her 
answer would have some alleged symbolic meaning. ‘You come to a wall, what do 
you do?’ ‘You see a tree, what does it look like?’ The wall represented death, the tree 
was… sex or love or something. ‘You’re floating in the middle of the ocean, all 
alone – how do you feel?’ Astrid sat forward on the bed, eyes shining. 
Calm. More than calm – joyful. A joy so deep it didn’t need expressing 
through laughter or shouting or waving her arms: a peace as deep as death.  
Astrid doubled over laughing. Apparently how you felt about floating alone 
in the ocean represented how you felt about life. Astrid, of all people, knew that 
Susan Wilcox did not float through life feeling calm, joyous or peaceful.  
 
* 
 
She hasn’t allowed herself to think the rock pool might have changed. It might have 
disappeared completely. Thirty years of tides and storms can defeat even basalt: the 
sea might have wrenched the boulders apart, rushed in to reclaim this sequestered 
part of itself. She hasn’t let herself imagine that. 
But on the surface at least, nothing’s different. The rocks companionably rub 
shoulders, carpeted together on the east wall by grey-blue soft coral and on the south 
wall by mossy weed. The sun throws haphazard lights off the face of the water and 
wobbly shadows across the bottom.  
As always, the view from above is uninspiring. The pool appears even 
shallower than it is, and monochrome. A few muddy-looking rocks lie tumbled 
around on muddier-looking sand. The casual observer would dismiss the place with a 
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glance: nothing of interest in this over-sized bathtub. She feels the old tingle of 
excitement at the miracles about to be revealed.  
Begin at the shallowest place: the middle of the north side, beach meeting 
rock so gently it can hardly be called a wall. More a gateway, a miniature boat ramp 
with her body for the boat. She pulls on her mask, takes a breath, commits herself to 
the water.   
It’s astonishing how little water you need to float. She hovers millimetres off 
the sand, balanced on fingertips. The old thrill as the mask opens up a world invisible 
and unimaginable from above.  
At once she confronts a couple of shrimps, galvanised to astonished attention 
like sentries. Their armour plates are like curls of glass, transparent, each piece edged 
with a slender green line and an even finer edging of black dots. She pokes a finger 
at them for the pleasure of seeing them vanish. In reality, they’ve scooted back and 
up – she tilts her eyes to locate them hovering uncertainly near the surface. But their 
disappearing act is a good one: into thin air.  
With eyes underwater, water might be air. Like that hourglass/two faces 
illusion you can’t see both ways at once. Your mind flips back and forth, back and 
forth, trying to hold both realities at the same time: air-water. Water-air. 
The Secret Valley. She named it before ever visiting Scotland, and caught her 
breath the day she actually saw the Hidden Glen at Glencoe. Absolutely familiar. 
Soft weed, the green-gold colour of hill grass in sunlight, pours down over the rocks 
like a robe over a lap before rising again to meet the surface on the other side. It’s 
just long enough to wave in the light current, like grass stroked by the wind. The 
valley floor, where the terrestrial glen would be threaded by a cascading burn, 
supports perhaps twenty centimetres of sunlit water – a valley full of sky. Light 
gleams on tiny silver air-bubbles trapped in the filaments, exactly like dandelion 
clocks in meadow grass.  
But here her metaphor is forced to change continents. The hermit crabs 
lumbering over their Elysian fields, grazing busily, do not resemble Scottish sheep. 
More like American bison, shells heavy about their shoulders. If they notice her, 
they’ll fall like rain – a dozen or more at once retracting into their shells, tumbling 
down the glen and over the cliff to the safety of the canyon floor far below. That’s 
the miraculous advantage of water over air – you can fall a hundred times your own 
body length, and come to no harm at all.  
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It’s easy enough to slide past the Secret Valley without causing alarm. It’s 
just a matter of moving slowly – and that’s a given. Move any faster than a hermit 
crab and you’ll frighten everything away, miss it all.  
There’s not only Glencoe here in the rock pool. The Grand Canyon splits the 
largest central boulder almost in two. Mt Fuji in the north-west, its summit crowned 
with a whitish algae. The rolling Sahara takes up most of the north-east quadrant – 
from which a baby flathead now materialises and scoots off towards the Himalayan 
foothills of the south-west. 
Part of the south wall suddenly goes for a walk. 
A small, roundish section of mossy grey-green weed slides a few rapid steps 
towards the bottom and then pauses. Fascinated, she reaches to pluck the creature 
from the moss – surely a crab of some kind – but it flattens itself against the wall so 
tightly she can’t get her fingertips under it. The thing’s been taking lessons from 
limpets.   
Breathing lightly, levering gently with fingernails, she feels the lump part 
company with the wall. It lies in her hand, looking much like a rock. It’s covered 
with the same grey-green weed as the wall, complete with tiny fragments of shell-grit 
stuck in the fibres. No eyes, mouthparts, or any other features. Turning it over she 
sees nothing but the brush-like fringes of eight legs, tightly curled into the body, like 
a dead spider. Whatever the creature is, it’s keeping its secrets under camouflage and 
armour. 
She replaces the unknown beast against the wall, where it instantly vanishes. 
She scans the wall but there’s no edge, protrusion or shadow to give away the crab’s 
position, and even her searching fingers can no longer distinguish a separate body 
from weedy rock. Part of the pool. She feels a stab of envious admiration. 
There’s so much more in the rock pool than she has words for. Perhaps she’s 
encountered weed-rock-crab-thing before, but forgotten it. With no label to file it 
under, the creature may have made a fleeting sensory impression, without ever being 
committed to her mental database. Retrieval fails to find a previous encounter in 
memory, not because it didn’t occur, but because the data couldn’t be encoded.  
Weed-rock-crab-thing. Got it now. 
 But the true miracle of the rock pool is not the living things in it, or even its 
existence on the edge of the ocean, neither land nor sea but both. It’s how it makes 
her be.   
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You can’t think here. You can only see, and feel. You can’t contemplate past 
or future, because the present is constantly exploding with new marvels, like 
fireworks. Feathery pencil-shaving swirl in a thousand shades of burnt orange and 
cream – ship-worm! Pure-white lacy flesh questing and pointing – nudibranch! A 
moray eel, slimmer than her little finger, waves gently from a crevice like a nodding 
grass-head, mouth full of infinitesimally tiny teeth. A school of delicately patterned 
silver-grey toadfish sifts across her path like slowly blown leaves. 
And the water so warm – as warm as blood, amniotic fluid. The primordial 
soup. She feels her skin dissolving. She’s breathing in and out through the snorkel, 
but so slowly and lightly – like a yogi in deep meditation, like the lift and fall of the 
slightest current in still water – she might not be breathing at all.  
 
* 
 
Astrid’s eyes shone solemnly, like medals. ‘You have to believe in heaven.’ 
Susan remembered a mess of small plastic chairs, a dusty-smelling sandbox 
on wooden legs, a portrait on the wall of a man with long silky hair and beard and the 
sun apparently rising behind him. Sunday School in a small room at the end of the 
Burnfield Baptist Church Hall. 
‘Why?’ 
‘It’s where you go when you die. Everyone does. And you can’t die ever 
again once you’re dead, so you never have to leave. You get to stay with your family 
forever.’  
‘How do you know?’ 
‘Everyone knows. Even people who don’t believe in heaven know what it’s 
like. That proves it’s real.’ Astrid’s voice became dreamy. ‘Heaven is all blue. Never 
cold or dark or rainy. Nothing matters from the past, and there’s no future because 
nothing changes – everything is just now. People say heaven is being with God but 
it’s not really God, there’s just no proper word to describe it. Like love. Being with 
the people you love. Everything is love and everything’s joined together. Nothing 
missing or cut or broken off – you can’t lose anything, and nothing hurts. Heaven 
is… complete.’ 
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Susan felt envy – it must be nice to believe so unshakeably, so joyously, in 
such a place. But surely Astrid was describing somewhere she knew – so familiar. 
Somewhere she’d been.  
 
* 
 
It doesn’t take long to dry in the morning sun. Salt dries sticky on her skin as she 
walks up the beach. Along the path through the spinifex-studded dunes she meets 
two Aboriginal girls in their mid-teens and a boy a little younger, heading seawards. 
She says hello. The young people grin at their feet and answer in gentle murmurs.  
She notes the changes on the island. The informal car-park behind the dunes 
now has wooden barriers in National Parks brown, and a small besser-brick toilet 
block looking morose behind a couple of straggly banksias. A few tents in the 
campground. The roofs of the Aboriginal township glare silver, down a dip in the 
sandy track. She remembers the joke that the island has two tribes: the Aboriginal 
community and the four-wheel drive campers, returning each year as the sand-pipers 
return from their nests in Siberia. The whitefellas are the nomads. 
The island’s too small to get lost on. She wades confidently into the waist-
high wallum, following what might be a bandicoot path but is more likely just the 
random way sand happens to appear among the roots of the scrub and the yellow-
brown grass tussocks. The scrub gives up its scents to the pummelling sun – 
eucalyptus, tea-tree, lemon myrtle, the dry peppery smell of grass-seeds – and they 
mingle with salt and the hot smell of the sand itself, till the island smells like 
something baking.  
On rising ground a few paper-barks spring up from the wallum. She hops a 
brown trickle, cutting deeply through friable sand towards the sea, and finds herself 
in a clearing among peeling grey and orange trunks.  
Someone lives here. 
The humpy of bark, canvas and corrugated iron, cobbled together in a rough 
dome, looks just high enough to stand up in. One water-jerry leans against the near 
wall, another has toppled under the rickety outdoor bench with branches sunk into 
the sand for legs and an old door for a top. Scales and dried fish blood attract a few 
flies. Several crab-pots lie under the bench or hang from branches; a faded string 
hammock bridges two trees.  
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There are no birds in the nearby branches, no flickering lizards scavenging 
for the remains of the bait in the crab pots. Someone’s here.  
Watching her. Unseen.  
Her scalp creeps. 
‘Hello?’ she asks the paper-barks. No answer but flies buzzing in the 
sunlight. 
She takes a few steps across the clearing, towards the humpy. A branch 
rustles faintly. 
‘Good afternoon.’ She stands still, trying to make out his shape through the 
stripey shadows. His fine grey hair blends with the twigs, but she discerns an eye 
watching through the fork in a sapling. 
‘I think we met this morning. In the creek? My name’s Susan.’  
Still peering into the shadows, but no eye looks through the tree. His outline 
among the trunks has melted into the scrub. 
Such an extreme change – friendly to distrustful in the course of one day – 
supports the clinical picture she formed this morning: a process psychosis of some 
kind. Schizophrenia. She wonders if anyone’s taking care of him.  
Worrying about that is not currently her job. 
 
* 
 
Dyan’s in the living room when Susan knocks. Instead of answering the door, Dyan 
picks up her wine-glass and stalks from the room without a word. 
‘Hello?’  
Maddy emerges from somewhere deeper inside the house, wiping black paint 
from her hands with a rag. ‘Come in! The kids have gone yabbying with Storm and 
Nathan.’ She reads Susan’s thoughts on her face, because she goes on smoothly. ‘I 
told them to be back in an hour, and they’ve all got hats and sunscreen on. It’s too 
hot to be out long at this time of day.’  
‘Maybe I should go down and find them - ’ 
Maddy takes Susan’s arm and draws her inside. ‘Cait had a lovely morning 
playing with the kids and dogs, we had haloumi and salad for lunch, now she’s gone 
yabbying. She’ll come back with a bucket of yabbies and insist you take her fishing 
this evening, then she won’t let you put any of them on a hook and she’ll end up 
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having a great time letting them go one by one into the creek.’ Susan laughs in spite 
of herself as Maddy propels her into a kitchen chair and puts the kettle on. ‘She’ll get 
her finger nipped and cry and ask you to tip out the rest, then she’ll scrabble around 
trying to catch them again as they swim off in every direction. You’ll have the 
devil’s own job getting her to come home for dinner, where she’ll happily fall asleep 
at the table. Meanwhile you need a cup of tea and possibly a nice lie down. Did you 
get any lunch?’  
‘I’m not really hungry.’ 
‘Tea then.’ Maddy’s already reaching down green earthenware mugs 
decorated with frogs, plucking sprigs of mint from the pot on the windowsill. ‘I told 
you I’m the matriarch of Stillwater. Get used to being mothered.’  
Mothered. The word makes her breath catch. Maddy looks at her curiously. 
‘You all right?’ 
‘I’m sorry. I’m thinking a lot about Tyla’s mother recently.’ 
‘Oh yes.’ The mint gives up a cloud of fragrant steam. ‘She’s very young, 
isn’t she?’ 
‘She’s twenty.’ Letycia. Letycia and Darryl, parents at sixteen. Separated: 
Tyla was spending the day with her father when she died.  
‘Drink your tea, then we’ll do some yoga.’ 
‘Yoga?’ 
‘Have you done any before?’ 
‘Not really… a class or two.’ 
‘I’m surprised no-one’s recommended it to help with stress. I mean – just 
normal work stress.’ 
They have, of course, but who has time? ‘It’s on my New Year’s Resolution 
list. Every year. But when you’re always on call, and Caitlin, and…’ 
‘Yes?’ 
‘I’m never in a relaxed enough space to do yoga.’ 
‘That’s like not going to French lessons till you can speak French.’ 
‘I know.’ 
‘Well, think of this as the first day of a new year. You’re about to take up 
yoga.’   
There doesn’t seem much point in arguing – she’s stuck here till Caitlin 
comes back. And if she’s doing yoga, she won’t be thinking about Tyla.  
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* 
 
Physically the studio is small and square. But two glass walls create a shimmering 
uncertainty: it’s not entirely clear where the room ends and the sky begins. One wall 
looks out to sea, the other toward Big Creek and the blue gums standing motionless 
in the afternoon sun. Susan hasn’t thought of Maddy as having a sanctuary, away 
from the children and dogs, Dyan and Storm, Fish Watch, Mathieson’s gold-toothed 
smile. Somehow she’s thought of her as part of all these things and vice versa. That 
she can close a door is a revelation. 
On the inner walls are several tribal-looking masks. There’s a carved wooden 
crocodile on one shelf, a sea-pebble crafted into a turning fish. Maddy, unrolling 
yoga mats on the floor, sees her looking. 
‘Africa, Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands,’ she points.  
‘You’ve travelled a bit, then?’ 
‘Aid worker. World Vision and VSO.’ For a moment she looks sad and far 
away. ‘The world’s a big place. In the end I realised you’re best off looking after 
your own patch.’  
The curios fill Susan with strange longings: visions of jungles, islands, 
unknown birds. ‘I’ve lived my whole life between Burnfield, Stillwater and the city. 
Apart from conferences and a few trips. Pretty small circle.’ She’s never really 
thought about it before. Too busy. 
‘You’re a big fish though, aren’t you?’  Maddy kneels on the purple mat and 
pats the blue one. ‘Don’t worry about it. Come on.’ Bemused, Susan sets down her 
tea and slides to the floor.  
Maddy presses a button and hidden speakers begin to exhale the notes of a 
sitar. ‘Yoga’s like cognitive behaviour therapy, except you bypass the cognitions. 
Emotions are stored in the body, so we work directly with the body and breath to 
release the emotions. Are you comfortable?’  
‘My heels are digging into my bum.’  
Maddy passes a flattish Indian cushion from the couch. ‘Tuck that 
underneath. You need to feel grounded and secure. Better?’ 
‘Yes. Okay.’ 
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‘Close your eyes. Focus on your breath. Don’t try to change it or do anything 
to it, just notice what it’s doing. How it moves in and out.’  
She closes her eyes obediently, trying to shut her mind to Tyla and Nell. 
‘Make sure your pelvis is in a neutral position, not tipped forward or back. 
Your spine grows up from your pelvis like the trunk of a tree, straight yet relaxed. 
Let your head feel lifted up like the crown of a tree. Keep focussing on the breath.’ 
There are little twinges in her toes, in the fronts of her thighs: she’s not used 
to kneeling. She does as she’s told, focussing on the breath. 
‘Now as you breathe in, stretch up with your arms, lengthening your spine 
upwards from the base. Reach to the heavens. Feel the sun’s energy flowing down 
through your fingertips, down your arms, filling your whole body with light. Take a 
few deep breaths, in and out. Each time you breathe out, feel your body relaxing 
down, letting go of all that does not serve you well. And each time you breathe in, 
breathe in light and warmth from the sun. All that nourishes, all that strengthens.’   
Maddy’s voice is calm, slow, soothing, hypnotic. It’s not so hard to focus on 
the breath. It sounds like the soft wash of the sea. 
‘This time as you breathe out, slowly fold forward from the waist, keeping 
your spine elongated. Reaching out with your arms, lower your upper body gently to 
the floor. If you can, bring your forehead to rest comfortably on the floor. This is 
Pindasana, the Child Pose. Relax here. Take a few breaths in and out. Sink into the 
floor, feel yourself being nurtured like a seed in the earth. Enjoy the stability and 
groundedness of being here, close to the earth; the earth’s energy rising up and 
flowing through you. Feel the sense of safety in this pose.’ 
But something’s wrong. As soon as she folds forward, as her chest 
approaches her thighs, she’s overcome by panic. Too vulnerable in this position, the 
knobs of her spine arched like beads on a string. Anyone could slip a knife between 
them and cut the string, and they’d roll away over Maddy’s polished floor clacking 
like marbles. And what’s left of her body will slump to the floor, split open, 
spineless, a mess of meat. She can’t breathe.  
She sits up hurriedly. The room dips and sways. She fights for breath.  
Maddy’s voice is slightly muffled, forehead still on the floor. 
 ‘Let your whole body relax…’ 
‘No.’ She’s grabbing the edge of the couch, struggling to her feet. ‘I can’t.’ 
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Maddy lifts her head. ‘It’s all right. I told you, yoga is therapy. It can bring up 
things from the past. Just acknowledge that feeling, and let it go…’ 
Somewhere a door slams. Storm’s voice, authoritative among the shrieks and 
babbles of the children. 
Caitlin. She can’t hear Caitlin. 
‘Susan? Sit on the couch a minute.’ 
‘No.’ Groping for the door handle – stupid, why can’t she see it, where is it?  
‘Susan, seriously. Whatever it is, don’t run away from it. It’s giving you 
something to work with.’ 
But she’s out the studio door, falling into the living room. Caitlin’s there, of 
course. Susan snatches her up and hugs her fiercely. Storm’s grin is derisive, but she 
doesn’t care.   
‘See, Mum? She can survive a couple of hours without you. Not a scratch on 
her.’ 
‘Mummy, I found the biggest yabby! It’s got gi-NOR-mous nippers! Look, 
I’ll show you.’ Caitlin scrambles down, making a dash for the red bucket. Maddy 
comes through from the studio, looking startled and put out. Susan avoids her eyes 
by fending off Curly, scrabbling at her skirt with sandy paws.  
‘Post Office Alice had some letters,’ says Storm, distributing envelopes. 
‘There’s one for you.’ For a moment it doesn’t register, as Caitlin drags her over to 
the bucket in triumph. A letter? Who knows she’s here? Only work… 
 ‘Bills,’ says Maddy. ‘Storm? Is yours from the college?’ 
‘See, Mummy! He’s huge. He could bite your head off!’ 
Now she recognises the department logo on the envelope. It begins, she 
thinks. As if she weren’t already drowning in it. 
 
*  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 
She stands with the honking, inching, smoking river of lunch-hour cars and courier 
vans at her back, looking up the building’s sheer side. Thirty-two storeys of glass 
windows set in smudge-grey concrete above the street-level Sushi Train, Boost Juice 
and Action News. She doesn’t want to go inside. She doesn’t want to stand here. She 
wants to be back in the rock pool.  
 ‘Hello, John.’ She forces herself to smile at the Clinical Director from St 
Albans as they step into the lift together. He gives her a nod then turns anxiously to 
the lift buttons, as if to check if five still comes after six. His Corporate Services 
Director is at his heels, and a Senior Project Officer she’s known for ten years. They 
both pretend not to see her.  
On the twelfth floor, a receptionist shows her into the small conference room. 
The investigators are already established behind a jug of water and a pile of 
documents: a youngish man and woman. The man wears a mustard-coloured 
business shirt that doesn’t go with his maroon-and-grey striped tie. The woman’s 
mouth turns down like a falcon’s. 
‘Dr Wilcox, we represent Davis and Dawes. We are a consultancy firm 
conducting an independent review of events surrounding the death of Tyla Aspinall.’ 
‘I understand.’  
‘We want to ask you some questions about the decision to grant leave to 
Eleanor Ogden, and your endorsement of that decision in your role as Director of 
Mental Health.’  
Susan pours a glass of water – she’s probably going to need it. There’s no 
warmth on the investigators’ faces, no attempt to put her at ease. They haven’t even 
introduced themselves. She should have imagined all this in advance, tried to 
prepare.  
‘You understand this is an investigation being conducted for the Department 
of Health,’ says the woman. ‘However, findings from this investigation may become 
material to future investigative processes, including legal proceedings. No 
commitment is being made to you regarding secrecy or privacy of the results of this 
investigation.’ She’s not even reading all that: she’s glaring into Susan’s face through 
glasses that make her eyes larger, enhancing the bird-of-prey look. How many other 
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poor sods has she said it to? Sounds like she’s been saying it for years, and it hasn’t 
lost its relish.  
‘Should I have a lawyer present?’ Brendan said she should. Susan pointed out 
that if she was about to become unemployed, they shouldn’t spend money on lawyers 
unnecessarily. Brendan pursed his lips but didn’t argue. 
‘That’s your prerogative, Dr Wilcox. However this investigation is not a legal 
trial or hearing. We simply want to ascertain the facts about how this decision was 
made.’ 
‘Have you interviewed the treating team?’ 
‘We’ll be interviewing everyone involved in the case. For now, we want to 
understand your role as Director of Mental Health. Since the patient was under the 
Mental Health Act, you were required to sign off any overnight leave recommended 
by the treating team.’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Tell us in your own words what happened.’ 
She takes a sip of water. It’s tepid.  
‘Eleanor Ogden, known as Nell, was a long-stay patient in the Extended 
Treatment and Rehabilitation unit at Mt Ramsden Hospital. Her multidisciplinary 
treating team was working to discharge her from hospital, back to the community. 
She had been granted leave on several occasions over the months previous to – ’ 
‘How many occasions?’ 
‘Six.’ 
‘Was that unusual?’ 
‘I’m sorry?’ 
‘To have so many short periods of leave?’ 
‘Nell had been hospitalised for thirty years. The team felt it was important for 
her to take baby... small steps.’ 
‘And this was to be her first overnight leave?’ 
‘Yes.’ She remembers the report from the full day leave. The young social 
worker wrote in the chart, in careful school-girl handwriting that did not conceal her 
delight, We were not needed.  
  ‘Did you personally review the case before signing the leave form? I’m sure 
you were extremely busy in your role – ’ 
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‘I reviewed the entire chart, particularly the leave summary. I’d insisted on a 
detailed risk assessment and management plan. I personally interviewed Nell at the 
hospital. There were absolutely no warning signs. She seemed perfectly cheerful.’ 
Even as she says it, scanning the memory: is that the truth? Was there anything, 
anything at all? 
‘Is it usual for the Director of Mental Health to personally interview a 
patient?’ 
‘The circumstances were unusual. Nell had been in hospital such an extended 
period of time.’ 
‘Was consideration given to having a member of staff remain with Mrs 
Ogden overnight?’ 
The room has no windows, so the light can’t really be growing dull. That’s 
how it feels, though: clouds gathering.  
‘Two staff members were with her for the first three occasions of half-day 
leave, and again for her first full day. After that both she and the family seemed 
comfortable with her remaining at their home without staff present.’ 
‘Comfortable?’ 
‘Yes. The staff members who dropped Nell at the house that Saturday wrote 
in her chart that – ’ She feels her chest tighten. The same young social worker – so 
optimistic – ‘Tyla came running out to meet her, called her Auntie Nellie and hugged 
her.’ 
‘Dr Wilcox, will you remind us why Mrs Ogden was committed to hospital in 
the first place?’ 
It’s like a cop show: what reaction or admission are they trying to shock her 
into? ‘Thirty years ago, she killed her baby.’ They glance at each other, letting her 
words hang in the air.  
‘And yet you considered it appropriate to discharge her to a house containing 
a small child?’ 
‘It wasn’t discharge, it was leave working towards discharge. Tyla doesn’t 
live in the house. The treating team wasn’t aware she’d be visiting that particular 
day, but Nell had met her on two previous occasions and they seemed to get on very 
well. Unless Nell lives alone, it’s hard to imagine a house where children never visit. 
And after thirty years living with patients and staff constantly around her, it would be 
unreasonable to expect Nell to live on her own. Certainly not immediately.’ 
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The woman makes a note. The man turns a page and clears his throat.  
‘We’ve spoken with a nurse who’s cared for Mrs Ogden on and off since her 
initial admission. A Mr Lenny Evans.’ 
‘I know Lenny.’ 
‘He’s of the opinion that Mrs Ogden should have been allowed to remain in 
hospital until her death. He used the expression “she’d taken root there”.’ 
Susan suppresses a sigh. ‘A lot of the older nursing staff remember when Mt 
Ramsden Hospital was essentially a small town. Once admitted, a patient was likely 
to stay there the rest of their lives. That asylum model was in fashion when the 
hospital was established – 1865. People can get very comfortable with the way things 
are, and very resistant to change.’ 
‘We understand that models of care for the mentally ill have moved on, Dr 
Wilcox. But perhaps in Mrs Ogden’s case, uprooting her did more harm than good.’ 
‘Obviously. In hindsight.’ 
‘Surely that could have been predicted? After thirty years?’ 
Of course it sounds obvious now. She tries to gather her thoughts. ‘I know 
Nell looks like an elderly woman, but she’s only sixty. Hardly ready for the scrap-
heap. We believed – the treating team and I believed – she was capable of relearning 
the skills of independent living. She’d lived a normal life in the community until she 
was thirty.’ 
‘You’re a champion of deinstitutionalization, aren’t you, Dr Wilcox?’ 
The question sounds innocuous enough. The young man isn’t looking at her, 
though, which puts her on guard. 
‘I’m a champion of whatever’s best for the individual patient. We make those 
judgements very carefully. In this case, we got it wrong.’  
  ‘But on the whole, generally speaking, you think it’s best for people to live 
outside hospital?’ 
‘I think it’s best for people with mental health issues to live as full, free and 
normal a life as possible. The illness itself puts enough barriers in a person’s way, 
without the medical system imposing more. Policy calls for the least restrictive 
model of care.’  
‘So you admit to an ideology?’  
 ‘I don’t think you can work in mental health without one – it’s too heart-
breaking. People with severe mental illness are the most vulnerable, disempowered 
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and stigmatized group in our society. They have the poorest general health and the 
shortest life expectancies. And they’re the ones least able to advocate for 
themselves.’ 
‘Who advocated for Tyla Aspinall?’ the woman asks bleakly. 
Her life’s work is being derided, all her best intentions reframed as stupidity 
or worse. That’s enough – it’s time she pushed back.  
‘I refuse to answer any more questions.’ 
 When she was a kid, adults always seemed to know what they were doing. 
The frauds. It should be funny, reassuring, to get here and find adults are no different 
from kids – no secret knowledge. Making everything up as they go along. 
It isn’t.  
‘Dr Wilcox, you don’t really have that option.’  
‘Why not? Who’s going to make me?’ 
Even as she speaks, guilt rushes in. This isn’t about her, it’s about Tyla and 
her family, what they need. Answers. These people are only doing their job.  
‘Mr Evans tells us he treated your mother.’ 
What? 
In all the years she’s known Lenny, fought with him across the industrial 
relations table, argued with him in nurses’ stations, he’s never mentioned this. She 
reaches for the water, buying time for it to sink in.  
‘Dr Wilcox?’ 
Sets down the glass. ‘Very possibly. Mr Evans has been a nurse for many 
years.’ 
‘Did your mother know Mrs Ogden in hospital?’ 
‘I have no idea. I was a child.’ 
‘Did you visit your mother in hospital?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Do you remember seeing Mrs Ogden at any time?’ 
‘The acute unit was always busy and crowded. I only paid attention to my 
mother.’   
‘Hospital records show your mother’s last admission crossed over with Mrs 
Ogden’s initial admission and assessment. You would have been – ’ the young man 
consults a page of notes – ‘nine years old. Mrs Ogden was later transferred to the 
High Secure unit. Your mother was discharged. Following which – ’  
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‘Why are you looking up my mother’s hospital records?’ Astonished to find 
herself on her feet. ‘She’s been dead thirty years. She has nothing to do with this 
investigation!’  
The man leans back in his chair, with a look of grim satisfaction. ‘That, Dr 
Wilcox, is something we have to determine.’ 
 
* 
 
Girard walks briskly down the corridor, pudgy hands flipping through a manila 
folder. Wearing that ridiculous prim grey satin bowtie.  
‘Michael!’ 
He turns. 
‘I’m heading to a meeting, Susan.’ 
He keeps walking. She matches his stride. 
‘That was an ambush.’ 
‘Please, Susan, don’t be dramatic. These things are never pleasant, but if you 
have nothing to hide – ’ 
‘Why am I being treated like a criminal? Mulder and Scully took me through 
the same details over and over: the risk assessment, the chart review, trying to catch 
me out in something – ’ 
‘Think of them as practice.’ 
‘What do you mean?’ 
He stops walking. 
‘Susan, you’re not that naive. Do you think it will stop here? A psychiatric 
patient is allowed out of hospital and murders a child. A second child. This kind of 
story brings down governments.’ 
‘Unless they can find a scapegoat. So you’re preparing the ground with the 
media, implying I was negligent.’ 
‘Please, Susan, don’t be paranoid.’ He smiles tightly. ‘You may remember 
when you got this job, I questioned whether you were quite experienced enough to 
shoulder so much responsibility.’ He turns. ‘I must rush, I’m late.’ 
She keeps pace with him along the carpet. ‘Michael, I did everything to the 
letter. So did the treating team. Why aren’t we pulling together, as a department? We 
didn’t do anything wrong!’ 
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Girard adjusts the folder he’s carrying. ‘I’m a much older hand than you, 
m’dear, and I’ve seen how these things go. You can’t win this. It’s unfortunate, it’s 
not your fault, but that’s how the dice have fallen.’  
‘Michael, what do you mean?’ 
He stops at the elevator, presses the button, and turns to her. ‘Resign. I can 
probably swing you something with the Mental Health Foundation, if you want. 
Whatever you do, get into something else, now, while you still can.’ His eyes 
narrow. Barracuda smile. ‘Believe me, if this inquiry doesn’t crucify you, the next 
one will.’ 
Emerging from the building onto the footpath, the street noise is an assault. 
She steps back against the wall, out of the path of herds of workers heading back to 
their offices after lunch. She’s been in the building less than an hour.  
She dials Brendan, but gets voicemail. 
The sun lights up the little green park across the road, but after Stillwater it 
seems small and crowded, its gardens in their concrete boxes weeded and dead-
headed till they look as artificial as the window-boxes of Caitlin’s doll-house. The 
square concrete pond is just obscene. 
She wants someone to put their arms around her. She wants her Dad. 
 
* 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 
A staff member in a white skirt and blue jacket shows her to the screen door. ‘Mr 
Wilcox? You have a visitor.’ As Susan opens the door the nurse melts away.  
He’s sitting in the armchair – what’s he doing inside on such a sunny day? 
Surely he could be in the garden. There’s nothing on the coffee table in front of him, 
no book or crossword puzzle. The TV in the far corner clacks out the staccato 
rhythms of some midday game-show – bursts of whooping applause, binging sounds 
as lights climb a board of numbers, the host raining geniality on the plump and 
breathless contestant he’s holding lightly by her forearm. Dad’s not looking at it and 
doesn’t seem to hear it, staring into the space in front of him. Just sitting. Susan turns 
the TV off. Sudden silence like a drink of cool water. 
‘Hi Dad,’ she says gently, moving into his field of vision. There’s no room 
for another armchair, but one of the old straight-backed kitchen chairs from home 
stands incongruously by the bed, supporting a reading lamp. She moves the lamp to 
the floor and brings the chair to the other side of the coffee table. He looks startled, 
drags his grey eyes to her face, works to focus. 
‘Hello,’ he says, a surprisingly strong voice coming from such a feeble-
looking body. His irises are beginning to cloud with cataracts but she’s been told it’s 
not worth operating at his age, in his frail state. Though he has his teeth in, there’s a 
sunken look about the mouth, like an emptied paper bag falling in folds. 
‘How are you today?’ 
He presses his lips together and apart a couple of times. ‘Oh, can’t complain.’  
‘I thought you might be sitting outside.’ 
Again the startled look. ‘Eh?’ 
‘It’s a lovely day. I thought you might be sitting out in the garden.’ 
He still seems perturbed, trying hard to follow her train of thought, so she 
persists. ‘The flowers are looking beautiful.’ 
He seems to catch on then, nods vigorously. ‘Oh yes. My wife’s a great 
gardener.’ 
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A wave of grief breaks over her, but there’s no point reminding him. That his 
wife’s dead. That she wasn’t a great gardener, or painter, or mother. Susan feels 
guilty for the thought – it wasn’t Mum’s fault – but it’s true. 
She looks round the room. Not much in it, but it’s too much. The chair and 
lamp. A single bed: she can’t remember a time when Dad and Mum shared one. The 
wardrobe from the old spare bedroom. Some dark old-fashioned wood: heavy, 
impractical, far larger than he needs for clothes, but full of other treasures he 
remembers from time to time and insists on finding. She has only the haziest memory 
of what’s in there – boxes of old letters, documents, a model ship he made as a young 
man, bits and pieces that still mean something to him. With the TV, armchair and 
coffee table the room is almost impossible to move in. When Brendan and Caitlin 
come with her to visit, they have to sit on the bed. 
And there, on the only bit of wall with space for it, is the painting Mum did 
that last holiday, through the long afternoons under the Norfolk pines. Usually she 
can block it out, let her gaze slide over it and away. Today it’s shouting at her. 
The baby’s big blank head and tightly curled limbs face down, so the features 
are invisible. Surrounded by what’s presumably a womb, though it might be a nest or 
cave; an oval with bumpy edges. And the umbilical cord, or a road, or a river, 
curving down to join the oval shape, from what look like hills silhouetted against the 
blue distance. In the sky, in the top right-hand corner, the word hope in tiny, lower-
case letters. She’s always hated the painting, and here it’s incongruous to the point of 
mockery: a baby, a womb, hope whispering into the background. This place is the 
end of the road: hope doesn’t apply. But Dad wants it there; cries out and grabs her 
hands if she tries to take it down. 
She can’t help thinking of the cycle of care: the rise and fall of one’s personal 
empire. The mastery you work so hard for as a toddler, the independence you’re so 
proud of – feeding yourself, using the toilet – all gone, in the end. Shoelaces: 
Caitlin’s latest achievement. Did Tyla get them sorted before she died? 
Dad shifts a little in his chair, seems to rouse himself from a reverie. 
‘Might go fishing this afternoon,’ he says. 
‘That sounds nice.’  
‘If the tide’s right.’ 
‘What’s biting?’   
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‘Oh,’ he says, about to tell her, but the thought trails off into a mumble she 
can’t make out.  
‘We used to go fishing at Stillwater,’ she prompts. ‘In Big Creek.’  
He brightens. ‘We should take a boat out one day.’ He always used to say 
that. Somehow it never happened. For the most part fishing was his thing: his 
glorious solitary recreation. Off round the rocks in South Cove, the Cod Hole in Big 
Creek, over on Shaley Banks where you could always get gar on an outgoing.  
‘Yeah, we should.’  
‘Should what?’ he says vaguely. He’s gazing over her shoulder, at something 
she can’t see. 
It’s too painful. She stands. 
‘You going?’  
‘Yes. Things to do.’ He looks like he’ll try to get out of his chair, so she leans 
down hastily. 
‘Don’t get up.’ She kisses his cheek. ‘Bye Dad.’ 
‘Eh?’ 
She can’t help herself, wanting it so badly. ‘It’s Susan.’ She looks into his 
eyes, willing him to see her. ‘Susan, remember? Your daughter.’ 
Just for a moment there’s a kind of light, a pre-dawn of recognition. 
‘Susan?’ 
‘Yes Dad.’ 
‘True Blue.’ Her heart quickens. His private nickname, because of her hair. 
But it sounds like no more than an echo, a phrase he remembers without attaching to 
an identity. She’s distressed by the tears in his eyes, though she knows random 
expressions of emotion are normal. Meaningless electrical discharges from old 
wiring slowly breaking down. 
‘Yes Dad, it’s me.’ Hook him, catch him. 
But his gaze is already slipping sideways, back into space. Perhaps he 
watches television in his mind. Stories from his life, more or less lucid – images and 
feelings phasing in and out with the disconnected logic of a dream. No way to know. 
He doesn’t move as she kisses the top of his head and lets herself out through 
the screen door, closing it quietly behind her. 
 
* 
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The cemetery has none of the same disquieting echoes of time past, no fraught denial 
of the future. Only a plaque on the wall, the cemetery’s standard one. In Loving 
Memory of Patricia Susan Wilcox, wife of Edward and mother of Susan, the dates of 
her birth and death, Rest in Peace. Brendan asked once if she’d like to buy a little 
bronze vase to sit beside the plaque, but she hates artificial flowers and doesn’t visit 
often. The vase would be empty most of the time, which seems untidy as well as sad. 
Anyway, a rose-bed runs the length of the columbarium, well-tended, going mad this 
time of year with sprays in every shade of red and pink, white and cream.  
Columbarium, from the Latin for ‘dove’. There’s comfort in the idea of a 
dove-cote, pigeon-holes for birds already flown. Patricia Susan Wilcox is not in the 
box.  
 
* 
 
In the common room after dinner, two weeks into first term, Miss James the house 
mistress laid a hand on her shoulder.  
‘Susan, dear,’ said Miss James, in a softer voice than Susan had heard her use 
before. ‘Will you come with me please.’ The other girls looked up, quick to sense 
drama, eager for the dark thrill of tragedy. 
She knew at once. Recognised as inevitable, something she’d never 
consciously imagined. Things fell sickeningly into place. The world cracked apart 
like a mountain, and she followed Miss James through a hot dark cloud of ash and 
flying molten rocks. 
‘Sit down, dear.’ Miss James closed her office door. ‘I’m afraid I have some 
very sad news.’ 
She couldn’t look at Miss James, couldn’t respond, staring at the carpet, 
seeing her mother’s face, sensing her – the smell and feel and weight and texture of 
her. Her smile, standing at the caravan stove with the egg flip in her hand, the 
unnatural lilt in her voice as she played at being happy. Just a few weeks ago. Miss 
James’ voice murmured over her like waves but she heard no words. Trying to hold 
it in her mind. Mum. Mum gone. Eventually she became aware Miss James had 
stopped speaking, had stopped some time ago. She raised her head. 
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‘How?’ The hoarse voice sounded nothing like her own. Miss James 
hesitated. 
‘She was found floating face-down – ’ Miss James stopped again. Susan had 
the impression she’d been repeating information, which she suddenly realised it 
might be kinder not to share. ‘She drowned, dear. In the dam.’ 
That didn’t fit. Mum rarely left the house. It should have been her own room; 
Susan’s room. Why did she think that? The dam this time of year was barely waist-
deep.  
Susan and Miss James floated in their armchairs on the pool of light from the 
standing lamp. Shadows and silence deepened. Her mind was full of some thick yet 
airy stuff: cushion stuffing, cloud. Massed fibres of memory, snips and fragments 
clustering, not sequentially but all at once, colours merging to grey so she couldn’t 
turn for the stuff, couldn’t swim through it. Mind paralysed. She might sit here 
forever. She and Miss James and the silence. Mum drowned. Susan not there. She 
felt her lungs spasm, begin to clench. 
Into the suffocating nothing-everything came sudden sunlight. The water 
cleared. She was in the rock pool, gazing at the green-gold slopes of the Secret 
Valley, weed waving like meadow grass, hermit crabs lumbering peacefully. Silver 
bubble dandelions. She drew a slow breath. 
‘Tell me what you need,’ pleaded Miss James from somewhere far away. But 
Susan had everything she needed. 
 
* 
 
She finds herself walking in the sun towards the monument section, and wonders 
with one part of her mind, but won’t approach the thought too closely, if this is 
where she was coming all along. 
Tyla’s grave will be in the special garden for babies and small children: St 
Brigid’s Garden, named for the patron saint of the very young. There’s something 
impressive about the wisdom of the Catholic Church in having accreted over 
centuries a patron saint for practically everything. It’s surely one of the most inspired 
inventions of religion, the idea that all the most mysterious and uncontrollable 
aspects of life have heavenly intercessors. Birth, fertility, travel, lost objects, difficult 
marriages, poisonous reptiles. Hopeless causes.  
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The grave is easy to find, heaped with flowers and cards, teddies, pinwheels, 
appliqued cushions, even wind-chimes dangling from nearby trees and little lanterns 
on sticks in the ground. As if a cyclone hit a school fête. Some tributes from family, 
presumably, but the bulk from strangers, the general public. ‘We love you Tyla!’ 
proclaim cards from people who never knew her. Like Princess Diana, the flowers 
and tributes piled against the gates of Buckingham Palace; more recently Steve 
Irwin, cards and toy crocodiles along the fence of Australia Zoo. But they were 
celebrities, people who were all over TV and magazines for years before they died. 
People you might legitimately feel you knew, and grieve for when they died, 
especially in such vivid dramatic circumstances. Tyla was an ordinary child. The 
tributes seem a warped attempt to claim connection with someone famous, someone 
who’s been on TV.  
Or maybe it’s simpler than that. Just that people are psychologically designed 
to grieve for dead children. After all, Susan never knew Tyla in life; she was a sweet 
but barely relevant note in a chart until Nell killed her. Yet here she is at Tyla’s 
grave. She knows it’s complicated by Caitlin, but she pushes that thought away. 
There’s someone else here. Standing under the trees a little way off, looking 
towards Susan. She’s being respectfully granted space and time at Tyla’s graveside. 
By a young woman with thin blonde hair – horror – by Tyla’s mother. Letycia.   
What to do – leave, or go to her? She has nothing adequate to say to Letycia, 
but perhaps Letycia has something to say to Susan. To Dr Wilcox. She deserves the 
opportunity. On the other hand, forcing the girl to interact, to summon up the 
politeness and restraint necessary, might be the most brutal thing she could do.  
Letycia solves the problem by turning and walking slowly away. Susan 
hurries off in the opposite direction. How often does Tyla’s mother visit her grave? 
Every day? If it were Caitlin – but that’s the thought she can’t allow. 
 
* 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
‘He was so patronizing. ‘M’dear’!’ 
‘Shut the door, you’ll wake Caitie.’ He sits in bed, watching her stride up and 
down, brown eyes mild behind rimless reading glasses. Mild-eyed. Mild-mannered, 
like Clark Kent. No indication he might be about to take off his glasses and turn into 
Superman.  
‘He offered to get me a Foundation job.’  
‘Do you want a Foundation job?’ 
‘I want my job! I’d just started making a difference. Before…’ 
‘Then come back to work.’ 
She stops striding and stares at him. ‘I can’t.’ 
‘Of course you can. You’re voluntarily on leave, not suspended. Come back 
tomorrow, send Girard back to his hospital, pick up the reins again. Send the 
message that you’re competent and conscientious, you took a tumble but now you’re 
back in the saddle.’ 
‘The mental health system isn’t a horse!’ 
‘Right now it’s a runaway train. Come on, I thought you cared about these 
people. Every patient in the state has had their leave suspended because of what 
happened. Call that a least restrictive model of care? They need you back.’ 
He’s blackmailing her, mentioning the patients. Cheerfully, ruthlessly, for his 
own ends. 
‘You just want me back home.’ 
‘What’s wrong with that?’ He holds out his hand from the bed, and she has to 
take it. ‘I miss you, Suze. Of course I want you home.’ 
‘Come to Stillwater.’ 
He drops her hand, exasperated. ‘You’re not seriously running off to the 
beach again? You can’t bury your head in the sand and hope for the best. Either take 
your own job back while you still can, or take Girard’s advice and apply for 
something else. Our lifestyle’s geared to two incomes. We can’t afford for you to be 
unemployed.’ 
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‘Is that what’s bothering you? Money?’ She’s shocked how harsh this comes 
out, how quickly discussion becomes attack.  
‘Don’t say money like it’s a dirty word!’ he snaps. ‘We happen to need the 
stuff. Two mortgages, Caitlin’s kindy fees, school next year…’ 
‘If worse comes to worst, we can sell the investment property.’ 
‘Not in this market!’ 
Not for the first time she pictures the old man’s shack on the island. No 
mortgages, no school fees, no reputation to protect or career milestones to achieve. 
No husband to satisfy, no child to attend to. Just sunrise and sunset, the ebb and flow 
of the tide.  
Brendan takes a steadying breath. ‘How much longer do you think you’re 
going to need?’ 
She’s instantly irritated again. ‘I don’t know. A while.’ 
‘What for?’ 
‘To get my head together. Think things through.’ 
‘What things? What is there to think about? What happened happened, you 
can’t go back and change it.’ 
‘I know.’ 
‘Do you? You seem to be looking for a new angle or waiting for a revelation, 
like it’s a problem that needs solving. It doesn’t need solving, Suze, it’s over.’ 
‘It doesn’t feel over.’ Stating the obvious, but it strikes her as a new thought: 
she hasn’t put it quite that way before. She feels for more words to put around the 
bare statement but he’s speaking, slowly, as if he understands. 
‘You know that dream where you have to catch a plane? You’re trying to 
pack everything and you keep thinking of something else you need to put in, and it’s 
getting later and you start to panic that you’re going to miss your flight. And you 
start waking up but you tell yourself hang on, I have to finish packing. But you don’t 
have to. Even if you stay asleep long enough to get that last thing in your suitcase, 
there’s no point. You should just let yourself wake up.’ 
‘That’s what you dream about? Catching planes?’ 
He waves aside her attempt at lightness. ‘You’re trying to get closure when 
there’s no closure possible. It doesn’t matter what all your thinking comes up with: 
you can’t go back a fortnight and rewrite everything that’s happened.’ 
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She’s silent. There’s sense in what he says. The grief literature calls it 
magical thinking: believing at some level you can bring back the dead.  
‘Well, maybe that’s what I have to do at Stillwater. Find my way to accepting 
that what’s done is done.’ 
‘Why do you have to find a way? Just accept it.’  
‘Just get over it, just get on with your life, just get up and go to work. Just 
ignore the voices. Just say no. Just eat.’ 
‘For the love of Mike, don’t start comparing yourself to a patient! I’m 
terrified you’re suddenly going to tell me you have depression.’ 
‘Why would that terrify you? Me and forty percent of the country.’ 
‘Healthy people get up and go to work. Get through the days, do what they 
need to do. Sick people can’t. There’s a place in between, where you make a choice. 
‘I don’t feel like it, I’m too upset’. It’s willpower. I’ve always admired the way you 
commit to things, and don’t let anything stop you.’ 
‘Until now.’ 
‘I’m not saying that.’ He runs a hand through his hair. ‘I’m saying, you’re not 
a quitter or a drama queen or a hypochondriac. Okay, I wouldn’t be urging the mum 
back to work. Although it might help take her mind off it. For all I know, she is back 
at work. My point is, that’s her, not you. Doesn’t it feel a bit self-indulgent, all this I 
need to take some time shit?’  
‘You’re saying I’m shit? I’m full of shit?’ Her voice rising; staring at him like 
a stranger. 
‘No – god, where did that come from?’  
‘You said I was self-indulgent and full of shit.’ 
‘I didn’t say that!’ Gaping outrage. 
But she’s not convinced, because although he might not have said it, it’s what 
he meant.  
Theirs has always been a polite partnership. She’s assumed Brendan did his 
blundering in his first marriage, came to Susan more reserved and careful. They’ve 
maintained the courtesy of acquaintances through sex, through Caitlin’s birth, 
through squabbles over money. Now she realises some moments in marriage leave 
scars. No matter how they patch it, this will be one of them. 
‘Susan?’ He sounds uncertain. It’s very late. 
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Too hard to think. Thinking feels hot, as if her brain’s an engine that’s seized 
up. She rubs her face, trying to loosen the skin over her skull.  
‘Okay,’ she says at last.  
‘Okay what?’ 
‘I’ll go back to work.’  
‘That’s the girl.’  He smiles, relief written all over him. Now everything will 
be all right. She hits the light, so he can’t see her face.  
 She has to get into bed beside him – what else is she going to do, at this time 
of night? In the dark he puts his arms around her. She lets her head rest on his 
shoulder. For a while she lies quiet, trying not to remember what’s been said. She 
hopes he’s fallen asleep: knows he hasn’t.  
If she stays here, he’ll start thinking about sex. As soon as she decently can 
she turns away, carrying his hand to her hipbone to soften the rejection. He kisses her 
shoulder. After a while he rolls on his back and begins gently to snore. 
She tries to think of his breathing as waves that will wash her into the depths 
of sleep, but her mind’s lagooned in wakefulness. By the time she’s changed position 
a dozen times, pushed the sheets off, pulled them up again, there’s a scratchy 
sensation throughout her body and a dizzying emptiness in her head. She wills her 
muscles to relax but immediately finds them tensed again: spine rigid, feet flexed. 
She’s working her toes unconsciously as if resisting pain, like she did during 
Caitlin’s birth. Again and again she forces them to stop, only to find them moving 
again. Something terrible is about to happen. It’s a taste in her mind, a whiff of 
chemical-smelling fog, a warning. 
She pads through the dark house to the bathroom, turns on the light, opens the 
medicine cabinet and takes stock.  
Inderal. A beta blocker which has the effect of keeping the heart rate steady, 
preventing both physiological effects and the emotional sense of losing control of the 
body. Surgeons use it to steady their hands. She uses it before presenting at 
conferences. But her problem right now is not her heart rate. 
Lovan. A proper antidepressant, a selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor. She 
took it a few times when she started the job, but it stopped her thinking more than 
one thing at a time. She needed to multitask, so she hasn’t finished the box.  
Finally, good old Valium, the drug you take when you’re not taking drugs. 
Diazepam enhances the effect of the neurotransmitter GABA by binding to the 
176 
 
benzodiazepine site on the GABAA receptor. Effects include reducing anxiety, 
controlling seizures, sedation, muscle relaxation, and inducing sleep. 
Valium she can just about rationalize. A little chemical assistance to sleep; no 
different from a glass of wine. Inderal’s okay too: blood pressure drug. Lovan – well. 
That would be admitting something. Then there’s always… 
The little silver scalpel, with its carefully fitted stout plastic cover, dates back 
to her training days. She holds the delicate handle between her fingers, slips off the 
cover. She turns the blade to catch the light, touches her fingertip to the point. Much 
keener than the blade from her pencil sharpener. Thinking about it she’s thirteen 
again: alone, vulnerable, miserable. What’s changed? She pushes back the sleeve of 
her nightie and holds the scalpel lightly on the white skin, among the other faint 
scars. She knows exactly how it would feel. She’d sleep, after.   
You’re not a kid any more, Susan Wilcox. You’re a doctor.  
Replaces the cover, carefully puts the instrument back in the cabinet. Closes 
the doors gently, hoping for a feeling of resilient triumph. It doesn’t arrive. Not even 
a sniff. 
 
* 
 
She could be an alien, a two-headed monster from Venus dropped among them, 
except they don’t stare. No-one meets her eye. Girard’s at his desk – her desk. She 
steps into the office and closes the door. 
‘I’ve come back to work, Michael,’ she says, trying to sound firm and 
businesslike. ‘The media circus isn’t dying down, there’s talk of a Royal 
Commission: we need all hands on deck.’  
He sits back in his chair – her chair – and purses his lips. ‘Are you sure 
you’re up to it?’ 
‘Of course.’  
‘What happened to your stress leave? You can’t have it both ways, Susan. 
Either you were too stressed to continue in your job, in which case you can hardly be 
fit to take the reins again a week later, or taking leave in the first place was a luxury. 
In which case I’ll tell you frankly I don’t appreciate being begged to relieve you, at 
great inconvenience to my own workplace and patients, not to mention myself, only 
to have you change your mind and turf me out again.’ 
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‘No-one’s turfing anyone,’ she says crisply. Though she is. ‘You can be 
supernumerary, here or at your own hospital. Your relief is budgeted for, and lord 
knows there’s enough work to do in either place.’ She turns and leaves the office 
before he can say anything else. 
Of course it’s not so simple. Girard’s driving Susan’s fleet car, using her 
office and her PA. Frances, the soul of professional courtesy, keeps licking her lips.   
‘It might take a bit of time to find an alternative office for Professor Girard. 
The building’s jam-packed. And mostly open plan.’ 
‘Just sort something out, Fran. I’ll be presenting the keynote at the Asia-
Pacific Conference after all. Can you let Joey Ashton know as soon as possible? And 
I’ll need the file on the new consumer participation initiatives.’ 
The tip of Fran’s tongue darts along the edge of her upper lip. ‘Michael asked 
me to take the minutes for forensic services at nine.’ 
‘I’ll chair Forensic,’ she snaps. ‘Do those other things straight after the 
meeting, please. Before the Allied Persons morning tea.’ 
Forensic services – how can she have forgotten the schedule so soon? Last 
week was all sixes and sevens with emergency meetings and ministerial briefs. She 
must take back her statutory responsibilities as quickly as possible, especially 
Forensic and Mental Health Act. She strides to the main conference room, Frances 
trotting to catch up. Girard’s just taking a seat. 
‘I’ve got this, Michael,’ she says, trying for a smile that’s confident but not 
tyrannical. Prepared for battle, she’s thrown when he walks out of the room without a 
word.  
No-one’s looking at her. She sits, and Frances silently hands her an agenda. 
She skims it. The usual, no new items since last month – apart from Item Eight 
which says simply ‘Eleanor Ogden’.  
But there’s something wrong with words today. They seem to stand apart 
from their meanings, like words in a foreign language. Familiar jargon, the medium 
in which she normally swims and breathes – District Liaison Officer, compliance 
with therapy, limited community treatment plan – seem to have come loose from 
their associations, the months and years of meetings and reports and decisions about 
them, in which she’s been an active and vocal participant.  
‘Item Eight,’ she reads. ‘Eleanor Ogden.’  
No-one looks at anyone else.  
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‘Admitted to High Secure,’ says Kevin Long clearly. ‘She’s in villa twelve. 
Settled in very well.’ 
She gropes for an official-sounding phrase. ‘Anything we need to do from a 
risk management perspective?’ Voice neutral, glancing round the table. They look at 
notebooks, ipads, Blackberries, their agendas – anything to avoid her eyes. Horse has 
bolted, everyone doesn’t say.  
Somehow she gets through the meeting without revealing her sudden attack 
of professional illiteracy. Of course her manner’s odd: so is everyone’s. This too 
shall pass. Somehow the day proceeds: Girard vanished in a puff of pique, the 
indispensable Fran guiding her to meeting after meeting with correct documents and 
hurried briefings. She avoids signing anything vital until she’s sure of her HR 
footing, and plans to go home with Brendan until the awkwardness over the car is 
sorted out. But at five she’s summoned to the Deputy Director General’s office. 
‘What are you doing back at work, Susan?’ She’s only known Sam since 
taking the Directorship – his background is oncology – but he’s always been 
brusquely genial. Now he’s curt and restless; his face sags and twitches like he’s 
battling a peptic ulcer.  
‘I didn’t expect this thing to keep going and going.’ She apologises silently to 
Tyla, her family, Nell, for the choice of phrase. This thing. Among the upper 
echelons, where decisions involve millions of dollars and thousands of patients, 
respect for one reads as weakness. ‘With the inquiry and everything going on, we 
can’t afford to be thin on the ground.’   
The DDG leans one hand on the desk, runs the other through his short grey 
hair. ‘Bloody election,’ he says gloomily. He sighs. ‘I’m sorry to have to do this, 
Susan. I thought you’d solved the problem by taking leave. Very tactful. But you 
came back.’ He picks up a pen, puts it down again. 
‘Do what?’ 
‘Susan, you’re suspended without pay, pending the outcome of the 
independent inquiry. I have to ask you to leave the building immediately.’  
She stares in shock. But there’s an inevitability about it, a heaviness that 
settles over her like river sludge. Sam steps to the window, gazes out at bridge struts 
softening in the dusk, thickening arteries of traffic. ‘If it’s any comfort, I don’t think 
any of us’ll keep our heads over this one.’ 
‘But the inquiry’s independent – ’ 
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‘Independent my arse!’ The harsh tone startles her more than the expression. 
‘They know what the Premier wants. Clean slate – out with the old guard, change the 
culture, this won’t happen again etcetera etcetera. She’s bargaining on the voters 
forgetting about it by March.’ Tail-lights queue in the gloom below. Sam leans on 
the window. ‘And me with three kids at St Pauls.’  
That’s not fair! she wants to protest like a child, but she knows it’s useless. 
Fair doesn’t come into it. 
 
* 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
She pushes the door open gently. Caitlin’s night-lights are little translucent fish with 
fairy lights inside, incandescent threads glowing through slits in their delicate bodies. 
They cast a pool of seaweedy light over the hump under the quilt. A revolving lamp 
throws a procession of fish, starfish and sea-horses onto the walls, following each 
other around like ponies on a carousel. The pillow-slip is patterned with coral reefs – 
anemones and clown-fish. Against it Caitlin’s flower-face looks troubled in sleep, 
though she breathes peacefully enough. Her lower lip moves like a baby 
remembering sucking. 
There’s someone else in the room.  
Huge, inexorable, a presence that should be comforting but instead exudes 
dread like a cloud of ink. Susan hurls herself at the shadow, trying to tear at it, haul it 
away from the bed and Caitlin, but her hands move through the air as if through 
water, touching nothing yet slow, far too slow… 
‘Caitlin!’ Something wrong with her voice; muffled in her throat. It must be 
the pressure on her shoulders, hands holding her down. She struggles. 
‘Doc! Hey, Doc. It’s okay. Wake up.’ 
It’s like dragging herself up from the bottom of the ocean. She opens her eyes 
and blinks in the light off the sea. The afternoon’s overcast, the water a dull silver, 
but the glare still hurts. 
‘Geez, Doc.’ Storm bends over her, eyes wide. ‘Can’t those nightmares wait 
till night?’ 
Casuarina needles litter the beach towel beneath her head: their crushed piny 
scent is sharp against a background of damp sand and rain out to sea. She pushes 
herself up to sitting. Caitlin and the other kids are building a life-size rowing boat in 
the sand, the two dogs running around helpfully sniffing at the construction. Her 
arms feel like water. 
‘God.’ She falls back. Storm’s still looking at her, concerned. 
‘Hey, you want to go back to Maddy’s for a proper snooze?’ 
She shakes her head and attempts a smile. ‘It looks like a voyage is planned. 
I’d hate to be left out.’ 
181 
 
Storm grins, seizes her arm unceremoniously and pulls her up. ‘Good call. 
We’re going in search of buried treasure. If I can convince the dogs to stop 
unburying it.’   
‘Natalie!’ 
‘Uh-oh.’ Storm’s looking over Susan’s shoulder. Dyan comes marching along 
the beach, apparently as angry as she is drunk. Susan moves instinctively to shield 
Caitlin.  
‘What the bloody hell’s going on?’  
‘What?’ Storm shouts back. Dyan comes to a halt facing the girl, hands on 
hips, glowering. 
‘You got a letter from the college?’ 
‘Yeah.’ 
‘What’d they say?’ 
Storm brushes hair out of her eyes. ‘I got an interview.’  
‘When were you going to tell me?’ 
She shrugs and looks at the sand. 
‘Exactly how are you planning on getting there?’ 
Susan’s sleep-fuddled brain struggles to catch up. Something about film 
college, documentary-making. She crouches by the sand-boat. The horror of the 
dream lingers and she wants to hold Caitlin, but the little girl is busy building, and 
affecting deafness. 
‘I haven’t decided if I’m going yet.’  
Dyan’s mouth drops open. ‘Not going?’ 
Bruno jumps out of the boat, knocking down part of the gunwale in his 
eagerness to greet Susan. Caitlin busily scoops sand to fix the breach.  
‘I didn’t say I’m not going. Just…’ 
‘Just what?’ 
‘I just need to think about it.’ 
 ‘Think about it? What is there to think about? You were thinking about 
nothing else – till bloody Nathan.’ 
‘It’s my life!’ 
Susan reaches to touch Caitlin’s head, hearing echoes of Storm’s plaint down 
the corridors of memory. She’s heard it from patients of all ages; one day she’s 
bound to hear it from Caitlin. It’s my life. In what way, exactly?  
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‘Oh, it’s your life?’ mimics Dyan, ponderously sarcastic. ‘The sacrifices I’ve 
made – ’ 
 ‘Sacrifices? What sacrifices? You do whatever the hell you want, and just 
drag me along.’ 
‘I drag you? Yeah, I’ve spent hours of my life in Emergency Departments for 
the fun of it!’ She’s pointing at Storm’s arm. Storm curls her lip. 
‘Diddums. What about me?’  
‘You’re the one who fucking does it!’ 
‘Yeah, that’s a fucking mystery, isn’t it? How can I possibly feel bad about 
my life? With such a fabulous mother?’  
Swearing. Escalation. Susan gets to her feet, moves cautiously towards the 
conflict: she’s trained for this. Maybe her presence will steady them. 
‘Ya got the chance to do everything you wanted, and you’re gonna pass it up 
for a man?’  
‘Didn’t you?’ 
‘Thought you’d learn from my mistakes.’  
‘That’s right, I’m the fucking mistake. Shame you didn’t have the fucking 
abortion!’ 
Dyan’s arm goes back. ‘Dyan!’ Susan says sharply. Unwisely.  
 ‘YOU!’ Dyan lurches. ‘You shut the fuck up, you fucking know-it-all 
fucking slut.’ She trips over a bough of silvered driftwood, apparently intended for a 
seat in the boat. With a strangled roar, she hefts the wood and surges at Susan, 
swinging wildly.  
‘Mum!’ 
‘Dyan, stop.’ Backing away, holding up her palms. Placating. ‘Put the wood 
down. It’s okay. Dyan. Put the wood down. Stop now.’  
The branch is heavy and Dyan’s movements are unco-ordinated. Susan’s 
holding eye contact –  
‘Mummy!’ Panic in Caitlin’s voice. 
She can’t help it: she looks round. 
CRACK! The bough catches her above the ear. She stumbles, goes down. 
Tastes sand. Caitlin screams.  
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‘Mum!’ From the floor of the boat, dazed, Susan watches Storm wrestling 
Dyan for the bough. Dyan clings to it. An absurd dance in slow motion, a long way 
off. 
‘See what you’ve done to us?’ Dyan screams. She sounds demented. ‘See? 
We wouldn’t be like this if it weren’t for you. Bitch! Cow! Fucking devil!’ 
‘I don’t… I don’t…’ Sick. Head thumping. No idea what Dyan’s talking 
about. 
‘Mum, are you crazy? She hasn’t done anything to us!’ 
‘You don’t know. You don’t know what you’re fucking saying,’ Dyan 
shrieks. ‘Ask her!’ Somehow she tears the bough out of Storm’s hands, raises it aloft. 
Oh lord, if she brings that down now – if she drops it–‘Don’t you remember, bitch? 
Don’t you remember Owen Winslow?’ 
Owen Winslow. Behind the red-black fog of pain and fear and confusion, 
some memory shifts. Yes. She remembers Owen Winslow. Now she understands.  
Hunched in the floor of the boat, chest on knees, eyes squeezed shut, arms 
protecting her head from the blow. A grunt, another oath. Dyan mutters something. 
Small arms wrap round her shoulders; Caitlin, sobbing in fright. ‘Mummy, 
Mummy!’  
‘It’s okay, squirt.’ Storm’s voice. A thump: the bough hitting the sand. ‘She’s 
gone now. That was a really silly game, wasn’t it? Someone could have got hurt.’ 
That was a serious attempt to kill her. The conscious thought is just catching 
up with her body. Clumsy, unsuccessful. But serious. She can’t breathe.  
‘That’s why we don’t wave sticks around,’ Storm says coolly. ‘Isn’t it, Doc?’ 
‘Yes.’ She must force herself to uncurl and kneel up. She almost falls again 
though as Caitlin drops into her lap, distraught, arms round her neck, cheek pressed 
tightly to her own. ‘I’m all right, darling. Storm’s mummy just got a bit carried 
away.’ She can see Dyan making her way unsteadily along the beach towards South 
Cove. Susan wraps her arms tightly around Caitlin, wanting to cry too. 
‘Hey, you know what this boat needs?’  
Caitlin ignores Storm, but Peta and Tom, still crouched behind Bruno, turn 
wary faces. Bruno’s beginning to shake them off, already forgetting the tense 
moment, ready for new excitement. Curly jumps on him. Give Storm a minute and 
she’ll win everyone over. Storm makes her eyes big. ‘Eyes! So it can see where it’s 
going.’  
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‘Shells?’ Susan tries to keep the tremor out of her voice. Her head feels like a 
cracked melon, open to the sky. Brain stinging. ‘Great big ones.’ 
‘Yes. The biggest ones you can find. Off you go!’ Storm claps her hands, 
making both dogs leap at her. ‘Chop chop.’ 
Susan kisses Caitlin, to reassure her. Whispers, ‘I think you’ll find the 
biggest.’ For a moment it seems the ploy won’t work; Caitlin clings like a barnacle. 
But presently Peta’s cry of discovery makes Caitlin lift her head from her mother’s 
chest, and in another few moments she’s away with the others, scouring the tideline 
for Big-Eye-Shells.  
Storm collapses into the half-demolished boat.  
‘Fuck.’  
Susan closes her eyes. The pain reverberates through her head.  
‘You okay, Doc?’ 
She puts a hand to her temple, winces. Brings her fingers away to look. ‘No 
blood.’ 
‘Fuck of a lump coming up. Can see it from here.’ 
‘I suppose so.’ 
A few spots of rain fall, light and half-hearted.  
‘Why does Mum think you knew my dad?’ 
The tone’s forced-casual; half-formed suspicions wait to be confirmed. With 
her eyes closed again, she can hear Storm thinking, calculating timeframes. There’s 
no putting it off.  
‘Because I did. I met him.’ Susan opens her eyes, looks into Storm’s dark 
ones. ‘I have a… perspective… on his death. It’s only one perspective. But it might 
be more of an inside one than you’ve had available to you before now.’ Fuck, her 
head hurts. She knows she sounds inhumanly stiff and formal. But that seems the 
appropriate approach, given the circumstances. Seeing she’s trying not to vomit and 
Storm needs an answer now, before the kids come back. ‘You have a right to hear it.’ 
A bird in the scrub behind the dunes lets out a ‘pit-pit-pit!’ of alarm. One of 
the brahminy kites must be sailing over. Her head aches too much to look up. 
‘Do you remember everyone who’s died on your watch?’ Storm’s tone is 
tight, acid. She’s already guessed.  
‘Yes. This may surprise you, but there haven’t been that many.’  
185 
 
The kite drifts into view – the male, deep chestnut with snowy head and 
belly. He tilts his tail at the wind and is miles down the beach in a heartbeat. 
‘It does happen, though.’ Letting her eyes follow the bird. ‘It’s the nature of 
mental illness. Like working with cancer – some people die.’  
‘You were the consultant.’ Not a question. ‘In Accident and Emergency.’ 
‘He’d been in a fight.’ A small man, handcuffed and diminished between the 
two young police officers, grinning helplessly. ‘People outside the club said he’d 
threatened to jump in the river. It was Saturday night: A & E was bursting. By the 
time I got to assess him, he’d had a couple of hours to sober up. He said it was just 
the drink talking. He’d been having problems with his wife.’ 
‘She told him it was over.’ Storm flicks the fingers of black hair that are 
always falling in her eyes. ‘I think she actually meant it this time.’ 
‘It’s a pretty common presentation. He had no history of psych illness or 
admissions. I thought he’d meet the criteria for moderate depression but he wouldn’t 
take a screening measure. He just wanted to leave.’ 
‘He was an alcoholic.’   
She’d known that from his eyes, his evasive self-deprecating answers. Look, 
Doc, it’s all a misunderstanding. ‘I got that impression. But mental health wards 
aren’t designed or staffed to treat addictions. He agreed to phone the alcohol and 
drug service when it opened on Monday. I gave him the Lifeline number and he said 
he’d ring them, or come in again, if he felt worse during the night.’  
‘He didn’t call anyone.’ 
‘No.’ 
‘He just jumped in the river.’ 
‘On the Tuesday night. Yes.’ 
The papers managed to suggest he’d walked away from hospital and suicided 
immediately. In fact he held on for three days. She wondered afterwards if admission 
would have helped. She’s still fairly sure it wouldn’t have; a mental health diagnosis 
would only have set the seal on the man’s despair. Through all that grinning and 
wheedling and blarney, Owen Winslow was a proud man. Storm, openly sullen and 
prickly, is a different flower from the same rootstock.  
‘Why didn’t you admit him?’ The question bursts from Storm and hangs in 
the air, her misery palpable as salt. ‘You had him at the hospital. You could have 
kept him safe.’  
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‘For how long, Storm? If he’d stayed the night, in the morning he’d have 
been sober and itching to get out of the place. He already was.’ She tries to 
remember his exact words, give Storm everything she can, whatever understanding is 
possible. ‘He promised me he didn’t feel suicidal any more, he was going to a 
friend’s house to sleep it off, he’d be fine in the morning. The ward was full–I’d have 
had to keep him in A&E, where he could have walked out any time. I had no grounds 
for sending him to the locked ward even if there’d been a bed. And we try to avoid 
putting people in mental health units willy-nilly. It can be stigmatising.’ 
‘No shit, Sherlock.’  
She’s almost forgotten Storm’s own history.  
‘Then… why didn’t you have someone visit him the next day? A community 
worker or something?’ 
Susan nods. The phrases come automatically, as if she were back in the 
office. ‘Getting more community workers has been the biggest push of my 
Directorship. Just before – what happened with Tyla – I managed to get political 
agreement on a target that’s twice the current staffing level. But we have to find 
them, recruit them, train them. It can’t be done overnight.’  
She waits for more questions, more recriminations. But the girl looks out to 
the island, avoiding her eyes. ‘That’s it, Storm. That’s all I can tell you.’ The kite 
leans above them again, head turning to scan the horizon. She needs to lie down. 
‘I’m so sorry.’ 
She glances at the black-and-white striped sleeves covering those scar-charts: 
Storm’s loss, documented in pain on her skin. Nothing she can say will achieve any 
good. Nothing she can do – nothing she could have done. The knowledge doesn’t 
ease the guilt.   
‘My mother killed herself,’ she hears herself saying, and mentally curses. 
Wrong moment. This isn’t about her.  
The kids are on their way back, sandy shells scooped in t-shirt fronts, wet and 
hopeful. Storm stands. 
‘You’re on shift,’ she says abruptly, stepping out of the boat. 
‘Storm…’ What’s the modern expression? Are we good? But she can’t ask 
that. The girl walks away without another glance. 
From the back, she looks like her mother. 
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CHAPTER NINE 
 
The tide, withdrawing from the shallow mouth of Little Creek, has left an intricate 
pattern of runnels etched on the sand, accentuated by thin sharp shadows cast by the 
mid-afternoon sun. The lines are deeper at the delta’s outer edges, running down 
through the middle to a single channel meandering out to sea. The structure looks for 
all the world like a flower – some bowl-shaped bloom, a tulip or hibiscus: main veins 
converging at the stalk, more delicate traceries spidering over the petals.  
In her imagination the sand flower takes its colour from the eugary shell the 
tide has abandoned near the centre – a mauve-tinged white, deeper purple at the 
lower edge where the two shells would meet, where the base of the bloom would be 
cupped by sepals. The size and perfection of the drawing – the artist nothing but the 
mindless physics of retreating water – stops her breath. 
‘Look, Caitlin. Can you see the flower?’ 
Caitlin glances at the drawing, but she’s sulking, pouting, dragging a stick. 
‘Why can’t we go to Peta’s place?’ 
‘I told you, we’re having a little break from them. Sometimes people want to 
hang out with just their own families.’  
She’s been avoiding Dyan, Storm and Maddy since the log incident. Maddy 
rang to apologise for Dyan’s behaviour, and to find out without asking if she 
intended to press charges.  
‘Dyan’s drinking is going to get her into trouble,’ Susan pointed out, knowing 
how prim this sounded, aware it was nothing Maddy didn’t already know.  
‘She won’t go and see anyone.’ 
The silence lay on the line, thick as pus. Susan stifled a sigh. 
‘Sometimes the best thing for a person in her situation is to face the 
consequences of their actions. It might force her to accept that she has a problem.’ 
‘Maybe. But Dy’s been through so much.’ 
Haven’t I been through enough? Recalling Dyan’s face, lurching forward 
with the log clutched awkwardly but purposefully in her hands. She’s noticed herself 
avoiding that spot on the beach: walking at the tideline, or at the very edge of the 
dunes, not letting Caitlin stop and play till they’re a hundred metres past it.  
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‘Try to use it, make her talk about it,’ she advises in the end, surrendering. 
‘Tell her you can’t drown sorrows – the bloody things are anaerobic. She needs to 
see someone.’  
‘Thank you,’ said Maddy stiffly. Clearly resenting the need to feel grateful, to 
accept forgiveness on her sister’s behalf. Professional forgiveness. You might want 
to be a friend, but you’re always a shrink. 
The tide’s artwork extends almost to the foot of Fossil Bluff, its honeycomb-
orange face the same colour as the sand. It’s a startling contrast to the blackened 
limestone of South Cliffs visible beyond. Fossil Bluff was thrust up through the 
overlying limestone sixty-five thousand years ago – in the same eruption that created 
the island and the causeway. Fossil Bluff was part of the sea-bed during the 
Oligocene. Unimaginable. 
‘See these tiny shells, Caitlin? They’re over twenty-five million years old.’  
 But the shells are too small and ordinary to interest a four year old. They 
look just like the ones on the beach at her feet; minute cones and turbans. Same 
place, same shells, same soft nerveless species that have barely changed over 
millennia as the earth cooled and warmed again, stars died and the human race was 
born. Just yesterday. 
A dozen or so silver gulls squatting on the spit startle to their feet. An engine. 
A four wheel drive approaching at speed, the driver enjoying the uninterrupted run of 
hard sand left by the tide’s retreat. The tide’s low enough to turn out along the 
causeway, but the vehicle keeps coming. Several gulls breast the wind and lift off; 
even the stubbornest run a few undecided steps.  
It’s inevitable, what must happen. She can’t bear to watch: she takes Caitlin’s 
hand and looks away. The vehicle roars past in a shower of damp sand, tooting. In 
spite of herself, she looks at the tracks – the regular depth and straightness of the 
tyre-tread pattern cutting across the fairy-filigree of the sand-petals. The eugary shell 
is crushed to powder. 
The vehicle slows. 
‘Hey, Susan!’ Mathieson leans out the driver’s window. ‘I’m going up to the 
Blowhole. Want to come?’  
‘The tide’s way out!’ she calls back. There’ll be no spectacular plume of 
water today. 
‘I know. Safe to have a poke around.’ 
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Why feel guilty? It’s no crime, going for a drive with Mathieson.  
The Blowhole’s a long walk from the caravan park; as a child she couldn’t 
come here on her own, so she’s only seen it blow a few times. Once, on a king-tide 
with a stiff southerly breeze, the water shot up to three times Dad’s height. She 
remembers it clearly – her terror, awe, delight. Today the rocks are dry and 
innocuous under the calm blue morning.  
Mathieson stands on the chasm’s edge, gazing thoughtfully down. ‘Hard to 
believe nine people have died here.’ Caitlin turns startled eyes to Susan. 
‘Don’t worry, darling, it’s only dangerous in a very high tide. There’s no 
water at the bottom of the cliffs now.’  
Mathieson crouches down to Caitlin’s eye level. ‘When there is water, and 
the waves get high, sometimes they come shooting up – whoosh!’ He demonstrates 
with his arms. ‘Just like a whale blowing.’ 
‘I want to see it! How does it kill you?’ Caitlin’s juxtaposition of these two 
thoughts seems natural: the human fascination with power, with death. Susan 
considers. 
‘If you’re standing too close, the water can knock you over and pull you back 
into the hole.’ She has only the haziest knowledge of the physics of blowholes; hopes 
Mathieson won’t contradict. ‘That’s why we only come here at low tide. If the waves 
were up, we’d stay back behind the fence.’ She gestures to the post-and-rail fence 
along the cliff path, which she’s climbed through – uncharacteristically – against the 
advice of a large official-looking sign.  
Mathieson’s leaning into the hole, peering around the sides. ‘Hm.’ He takes 
out a businesslike camera and snaps pictures from various angles. 
‘What are you doing?’ She can’t work out whether being with Mathieson 
makes her feel comfortable or uneasy. There’s a warmth about him, a friendly 
taking-for-granted, as if he’s known you a long time. It’s piquant, given he’s a total 
stranger. That sea captain air – today, striding around the Blowhole with the sea 
breeze lifting his dark hair, he looks vaguely piratical. He catches her looking, and 
winks.  
‘Got a few ideas what we could do with this. Be a great spot for a kids’ 
playground, don’t you think?’ He looks out to the horizon, and takes another snap. 
‘One of those water-parks with the pipes and tipping buckets. Put in some drains – a 
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proper fence. Kill two birds with one stone: make the thing safe, and make an 
attraction out of it.’  
‘It’s already an attraction. In a king tide, it’s spectacular.’  
He waves a hand. ‘So’s every blowhole. We need to make ours special.’ She 
notes the possessive. ‘The really big holiday market is families. Kids don’t want 
scenery, they want something they can play with. Isn’t that right, Caitie?’ Caitlin’s 
leaning on a boulder at the edge of the Blowhole, trying to see down into the fissure. 
Susan automatically moves closer. 
‘But – we’re miles from the resort.’ 
He laughs and shakes his head. ‘The resort’s just Stage One. Come for dinner 
and I’ll show you the whole model. This is part of Stage Five. You’ll be amazed how 
quickly everything goes ahead, once we get past the initial hurdles.’ 
She’d like to tell him a water-park can be built anywhere; that kids like wild, 
mysterious, awe-inspiring water, where they can still find it – but he’s heading off 
down the steep path to the beach. She helps Caitlin negotiate the sandy track between 
the boulders, matted with pink-flowering pigsface and beach primroses. The breeze 
off the sea stirs her hair but doesn’t dissipate the smell of sun-warmed rock and sand, 
the tang of dry spinifex.   
‘So, tell me.’ Half-way down Mathieson plucks a cone from a stunted 
casuarina, precariously rooted among rocks, and lobs it to bounce on the sand below. 
‘What’s Maddy’s ace in the hole?’ 
‘What do you mean?’ 
‘She’s giving me strange smiles in the street, and I’m pretty sure she’s not 
flirting. You can tell me – is it the girdled pipefish?’ 
‘I beg your pardon?’ 
‘Because that kite won’t fly. The Environmental Impact Statement says 
there’s only a low to medium likelihood of either girdled or hairy pipefish occurring 
in the development area.’ 
‘Oh.’  
Pipefish – something like seahorses? Quite small. Mathieson seems suddenly 
uncharacteristically brooding. ‘This idea of preserving diversity, no matter what – 
it’s based on some unexamined assumptions. Trying to preserve every habitat, every 
species, every language, every culture… Things rise and fall, evolve and become 
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extinct. Look at that lot.’ He gestures back towards Fossil Bluff. ‘I mean, have you 
ever even seen a girdled pipefish?’ 
‘Um… I don’t think so. But just because I haven’t seen one, doesn’t mean it 
has no value.’ 
‘Yeah, probably cure cancer. Better not wipe it out.’ He takes the last step 
down onto the sand, and turns to reach up for Caitlin. She ignores him, jumping the 
last metre and landing with knees deeply bent, like a spring. Susan envies her. She 
accepts Mathieson’s hand but feels the need to challenge him.  
‘A biochemist I know has identified over fifty compounds in sea-sponges that 
have the potential to cure AIDS,’ she tells him – a little jerkily, since the path’s end 
proves trickier to negotiate than it looks. ‘You and I have probably have never seen, 
or heard of, any of those sponges. But they’re not a bad argument for valuing 
diversity.’  
His smile rushes back like the tide. ‘Of course. I have absolutely nothing 
against the girdled pipefish, and fortunately the report says we won’t be doing it any 
harm.’   
The water’s so far out, the horizontal stripes of brown and blue extend all the 
way from their feet to the island. Shallow channels are soft with silty mud, the water 
milk-warm against bare feet. The sea’s retreat has made the sky bigger, the last of the 
afternoon’s blue beginning to thicken at the zenith and leach out at the horizons. The 
eastern and western skies are almost colourless – canvas prepared for the imminent 
masterpiece of sunset.  
Mathieson puts his hands behind his head and gazes up at Fossil Bluff. ‘Hard 
to imagine where we’re standing used to be the ocean floor.’  
‘Will be again, if global warming keeps up.’ 
‘Yes indeed.’ 
‘That doesn’t worry you? With your developments on the coast?’ 
‘We’re across the projections. Worst case scenario, the investment will have 
paid off fifty years before the sea reaches it.’  
He gazes out across the sand-flats, past Caitlin crouching to pop sea-grapes, 
to the island. He’s frowning again. ‘What Maddy fails to appreciate is that change is 
natural. Mountains come out of the sea. The tide moves sand-bars around all the 
time.’ 
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‘Maddy’s argument is that change in nature occurs slowly. Things have a 
chance to adapt – over eons.’ 
‘Not necessarily. Look at New Zealand – one day there’s hot springs and they 
build a resort, a month after opening something shifts in the ground and bingo – no 
hot springs! Instead there’s a crack across a car-park in Rotorua with steam rushing 
out, and they have to evacuate a city block.’ He shakes his head. ‘That’s nature for 
you. Paricutin – a farmer’s ploughing his field, suddenly the earth opens up in front 
of him and rises eight feet in the air before his eyes. Now there’s a mountain there, 
three kilometres high. Mt Tarawera took about four hours to destroy the pink and 
white terraces, thousands of years old, bury nine villages and create a rift valley 
seventeen kilometres long. Don’t tell me about slow and steady old Mother Nature.’   
A tiny crescent moon is visible, set into the soft blue like the broken lip of 
some unimaginably old shell. Bleached and fragile. By contrast, the evening star 
looks alive. 
‘Volcanoes are one thing.’ She gestures toward the low hummock behind the 
town. ‘Once the volcano settles down, what then? Thousands of years of wind and 
waves, birds dropping seeds, things growing, leaves falling, soil forming. Insects, 
animals, corals, fish. Storms and survival. Finding a balance. Doesn’t all that count 
for something?’ 
She holds out both arms to the sky – theatrical, but she doesn’t care. 
Somehow the fading light and the sea and sky make her feel reckless, boundless, 
right. ‘This town you want to build – Stage One to Stage Five. It could be anywhere. 
This is Stillwater.’ 
A tern flies over, holding his forked tail together like a paintbrush, and she 
wants nothing to change, ever. Aware there’s no logic in the thought, just an 
immense longing. When she brings her gaze down from the sky, Mathieson’s 
regarding her with something like a frown.   
‘I know a guy in another state,’ he says. ‘Same position as you – Director of 
Mental Health. Ed Warmington. There was a siege: a cop and the gunman ended up 
dead. Just another news story, no-one resigned over it, no inquiries. If this election 
wasn’t coming up, your thing would have been the same. People die. Other people 
move on.’ 
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It’s so out of the blue there’s no time to muster defences; a hand closes 
around her chest and squeezes. It stops her next breath and she can’t suppress the 
panicked cough. She scrabbles for her puffer.  
Mathieson looks like someone who’s startled a blue-ringed octopus. ‘I could 
help you with that,’ he says.   
‘No… I’m sorry… I’m fine.’ She expels the breath, presses the inhaler down, 
sucks in the mist. 
He leans toward her, serious. ‘Why do you say you’re fine when you’re not? 
Either you don’t believe I can help, or you don’t want me to.’  
She doesn’t know the polite answer to that.  
‘I’ll make you a deal. Come for dinner with me Friday. If I cure your asthma, 
you’ll listen to a proposal.’  
In spite of herself she laughs, coughing out a faint wisp of white powder. He 
smiles. ‘What do you say?’ 
‘Are you a doctor?’ 
‘You don’t need to be a doctor to fix a symptom, you need to know how to 
shift the cause. I can do that. Guaranteed. Please.’ He bows slightly, eyes on hers. 
‘You’ll be doing me an honour.’ 
Of course she should say no, because of Maddy. Because it’s some kind of 
trap. Because him coming by at that moment, picking her up on the beach, was no 
accident. He’s after something.  
He’s watching her face, reading her mind. ‘We’re not in the playground now, 
Susan. You don’t have to take sides. Take a risk – sup with the devil. Never know, 
might even learn something.’ 
Caitlin’s running across the sand, making a wailing noise – it could be pain, 
fear or excitement: ‘Mummy mummy mummy mummy mummy!’  
‘What’s the matter?’ 
Caitlin grabs her arm, points, pulls. ‘Hurry up!’  
She’s dragged across the sand, aware of Mathieson in their wake like a 
dinghy in tow, half-startled, half-amused. 
 She understands in a moment, hearing the soft susurration like no other sound 
in the world. She scans the rippled gleaming expanse. Everywhere are the holes and 
minute grey volcanos of silt left by burrowing mud-creatures, but no sign of – 
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There! It’s not their movement she spots first but their familiar silhouette, low 
down on the edge of a sandbar, the stippled profile against the gleam of leaden water 
beyond.  
‘Soldier crabs.’ Her heart lifts for no rational reason. 
She catches Caitlin’s hand and they run towards the soft grey mass which 
parts and scatters at their approach. Just as they get close enough to make out 
individual creatures – hey presto!– the hindmost ones begin to vanish, lying sidelong 
on the sand and scrabbling their legs to corkscrew away out of sight. Caitlin shrieks 
with delight and stops to dig one out again. Susan shows her how to get her fingers 
underneath and scoop up the crab in its ball of sand. As soon as it’s exposed to the air 
again it’s on its legs, spidering over Caitlin’s palm. She squeals and drops it, shaking 
off crab and sand, running backwards. 
Susan scoops up a general – blue with yellow patches on its sides, yellow legs 
with maroon knee joints – and lets it cascade from hand to hand.  She watches the 
precision of its delicate pointed feet, each leg moving independently as it propels 
itself over her fingers. It moves like music, violin notes. Caitlin’s chasing another 
cloud, crackling and scratching over the sunset sand. Surging through the shallow 
water between sandbars, the sound changes to a kissing and a whispering. 
Mathieson at her shoulder.  
‘Creepy-crawly,’ she says, holding the crab aloft. It tumbles through space 
and burrows instantly into the sand at her feet. Mathieson smiles as gently as a priest.  
‘Come Friday,’ he says. ‘Let me change your life.’  
 
* 
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CHAPTER TEN 
 
Storm is crossing the causeway towards the island.  
Susan watches her from a smooth basalt boulder at the southern-most tip of 
the island, along from the rock pool. To her left is the Talking Mud, an expanse of 
greenish sludge spiked with mangrove seeds that never seem to get a go on among 
the volcanic rocks. The place cracks and pops like a bowl of Rice Bubbles when you 
pour on the milk. Scientifically she assumes air and water are jostling each other 
through spaces in the rocks left by cooled gases. And that crabs, worms and molluscs 
dig and tunnel around the mangrove roots, contributing their small liquid noises. But 
as a kid, she accepted the Talking Mud as naturally-occurring magic – hundreds of 
tiny voices shouting and whispering to each other in a language she didn’t know. 
Even now, though it’s pointless, she finds herself straining to understand what’s 
being said. Sometimes she almost gets it. 
She doesn’t know the island people’s name for the Talking Mud, or its story. 
They must have stories of all these places: the Blowhole, Fossil Bluff, the boulder-
crumbs on the beach at South Cove, the causeway, the island itself, maybe even the 
rock pool. She wonders which of the stories are secret and which belong to everyone. 
Or if it’s infinitely more complicated than that.  
Caitlin wastes no time trying to interpret the voices of the mud: she’s chasing 
scuttling crabs, dark green and vermillion, in and out of the rocks on the landward 
side. Susan focuses on sitting still and breathing calmly. The worst that can happen 
to Caitlin here is a scraped knee, or a sting from some sea-snail under the surface: 
minor catastrophes that might result in tears and drama but no lasting injury. God 
knows, she had her own fair share of scrapes and cuts here as a kid; a foot spiked on 
a mangrove seed, oyster shell to pick out of a graze. The shock of betrayal: that 
something painful could happen when you were finally happy. She wants to spare 
Caitlin that blow to her confidence, even more than physical pain.  
Storm reaches the island and Susan waves although she doesn’t need to: her 
cream shirt and red hair must be clearly visible from the mainland. Storm’s seeking 
her out. For reconciliation, or further conflict? The girl comes along the beach and 
starts picking her way over the rocks. Caitlin’s busy transporting crabs to a small 
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pool among the mangroves, trying to bring them faster than they can escape. 
Weaving a rope from sand, blissfully happy.   
‘Doc.’ 
‘Storm.’ 
Storm’s arms are folded: she looks at her feet.  
‘I need a favour.’ 
‘Yes?’ 
Storm won’t meet her eyes. ‘Will you stitch me up?’ 
For a moment the phrase doesn’t make sense: her thoughts fly to cop shows, 
gangster movies. Then Storm pulls back her sleeve to reveal a makeshift dressing on 
her wrist, and it’s clear what she’s asking. Oh yes, the plummeting surge of 
disappointment, shock, anger, guilt. This is how it always feels. 
Susan takes a breath.  
‘No, Storm. I’m sorry. I really can’t.’ 
‘Ah, come on Doc.’ 
Susan points to a bubbled purple scar. ‘You form keloids. For that reason 
alone you need someone with really good suturing technique. I haven’t stitched a 
wound in years. It’s in a bad place – every time you move your hand you’ll be 
putting pressure on it. In an ideal world you’d see a micro-surgeon. At the very least 
you need a doctor who’s up to speed. Second, I don’t carry suturing equipment in my 
first aid kit and I doubt the local chemist has it, and even if they do you’ll need a 
local, and probably an antibiotic shot…’ 
‘Okay, okay.’ Storm pulls her sleeve down, looking sulky. ‘Maybe the 
butterfly strips will hold it.’ 
‘They won’t. If it’s not properly stitched you’ll get a keloid.’  
Storm shrugs, unconvincingly. ‘One more then.’  
‘Just get your mum or Maddy to drive you to Accident and Emergency at 
Ellerton.’ 
‘No.’ 
‘Why not?’ Though she knows. 
Storm mutters something at the sand. Susan waits.  
‘I don’t want them to know.’ 
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The expression on the girl’s face wrenches her heart. She looks wary, 
sheepish, defensive, angry, miserable – so much younger than sixteen, so much 
older.  
‘They know you have this problem…’ 
‘They think I’m better!’ She sounds half-strangled. ‘I haven’t done it since I 
got out of hospital. After the blue with Mum, this is what they’ll be expecting…’ 
‘Well, if they’re expecting it…’ 
‘I have to prove them wrong!’ 
Logic won’t help here. Storm dashes her left hand angrily across her eyes and 
scowls at the sea. 
‘Storm. You don’t have to prove anything to anyone. You’re the one working 
on this thing. You’re doing really well.’ 
Storm laughs bitterly. ‘“A lapse is not a relapse”.’  
‘Be sarcastic all you want – a lapse is not a relapse. It got the better of you 
this time. That’s okay: deal with it, move on.’  
The Talking Mud crackles and pops, Caitlin throws two handfuls of sand at 
the mangroves, and Susan hears the new note of the tide turning. They’ll need to get 
back to the causeway soon.  
‘Will you drive me?’ asks Storm. 
‘Storm, seriously. Your family is your support network. Don’t keep secrets 
from them.’  
‘Aren’t friends a support network?’ 
Friends? Nothing’s changed in Storm’s scowl, but Susan’s heart lifts a little. 
‘Maddy’s my friend too.’ But she’s already lost. 
Storm’s lips twitch morosely. ‘Collecting friends now. You won’t know 
yourself.’ She turns toward the causeway, starts walking down the beach. 
‘Come on, Caitlin!’ Susan scratches at her arm – a dry patch, must be more 
careful about sunscreen – and tries not to think what will happen if she crashes the 
car, driving a minor for medical treatment, without her family’s knowledge.  
 
* 
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‘Someone’s got to say it.’ They’ve waited forty minutes on orange plastic chairs in 
the Emergency Department, and Caitlin’s played with every toy in the play corner. 
‘We’re both thinking it. Is it you or is it me?’ 
‘It’s me,’ shrugs Storm, watching the triage nurse behind the desk studiously 
avoiding her gaze. ‘Some kids used to complain how long you wait in Emergency if 
you turn up feeling suicidal or stressed out – they said you have to be bleeding to get 
seen. I told them bleeding doesn’t help.’  
Susan heads for the desk again. 
‘She’ll be seen shortly,’ says the triage nurse before Susan even reaches her. 
‘That wound’s been open nearly two hours now. The risks of infection and 
scarring go up every minute she has to wait.’ 
‘She should have thought of that.’   
‘I beg your pardon?’ 
‘Hospitals are busy places.’ 
‘So I see.’ Susan looks round the waiting room. It’s empty apart from Storm 
and an old man with a naso-gastric tube, reading a newspaper. 
‘It takes all our resources to treat people who are sick and injured. When 
people damage themselves deliberately and come in expecting sympathy, well…’ 
‘She doesn’t expect sympathy, she expects medical treatment from the public 
medical system which is funded to provide it.’  
‘Go on, now tell me you pay my wages.’  
‘Doc,’ calls Storm. 
‘Have you had any mental health training?’ 
‘Doc!’ Susan turns. Storm’s on her feet; a plump blonde registrar is 
beckoning from a doorway. 
‘Back soon,’ she says. 
‘I’d better come with you. From the attitude around here, they’ll try to stitch 
you up without anaesthetic.’  
‘Don’t worry, they’ve tried that before. I can stick up for myself. Stay there.’  
 Feeling like a taxi driver, she sits down again on the orange plastic chair.  
 
* 
 
‘No!’  
200 
 
Astrid was pressing the shining triangular tip of the blade gently against her 
forearm. There was no way to grab, to prevent her. The point – delicate as a pippi’s 
pointed foot – dinted her white skin. A soft zone of shadow stretched away in front 
of the blade, like a tiny cloud. Then the shock of red blood – the welling bead the 
only witness to the breach, the moment metal slipped through tissue, let the inside 
out and the outside in. 
Susan swallowed. Astrid considered the gleaming bead with an expression of 
detached interest, and pulled slowly back on the blade. A fine scarlet line followed 
the tip – a reverse furrow, opening out behind the plough. A wake. 
Astrid closed her eyes and sighed. The exhalation sounded relieved, satisfied. 
She looked the way Susan imagined a drug addict would look, after shooting some 
magic powder into a vein. Content. She should have felt dismayed, repelled, 
indignant; instead she was excited, like someone opening a new book. She wanted to 
know. She was thirteen. 
‘How do you feel?’ she whispered. 
A smile shimmered across Astrid’s face. ‘Brilliant. As if – everything inside 
can be outside now. I don’t have to hold it in.’ She opened her eyes and examined the 
blood, beginning to pool and trickle down the side of her arm. She raised her arm to 
her mouth and carefully licked it, wincing slightly as her tongue touched the wound.  
‘Now it’s back inside,’ Susan pointed out.  
‘That doesn’t matter,’ said Astrid. ‘It’s not the blood that has to get out. It’s 
the other stuff.’  
Her eyes met Susan’s. ‘We should use it. Want to be blood sisters?’ 
A thrill of fear, but she answered instantly. ‘Yes.’ 
Astrid took her wrist, turning it to expose the forearm. Susan felt the point 
against her skin – so fine it was neither hot nor cold – but she didn’t look down; 
gazed instead into Astrid’s huge shining eyes. 
‘Ready?’ asked Astrid, and at the same moment she felt the sting of the cut, 
and gasped. But already Astrid’s arm was pressed on hers, and when she did look 
down she saw the two wounds meeting like kissing mouths, the lips of Astrid’s 
pressing hungrily on the lips of her own.  
Susan’s fingers cupped Astrid’s elbow. As if in a mirror, Astrid’s fingers 
tightened round her arm and squeezed, a sudden urgency pulling her, parting the 
wounded lips of their arms and then it was their real lips meeting. Susan felt Astrid’s 
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arm around her and thought briefly of the blood smearing her uniform blouse. Then 
she didn’t think about that. Her first kiss – how strange – that lips moved like whales, 
rising and falling; that Astrid’s tongue touched hers like some separately intelligent 
animal. That her hand could feel so precisely the shape of Astrid’s ribs beneath her 
clothes, her skin, her muscle and blood and fat – almost, she could feel beneath 
Astrid’s bones, through the organs parting before her touch, something that was 
Astrid herself, the perfect wholeness Astrid had described as love and heaven – 
‘Eww!’ yelled a voice from the doorway. ‘Miss James! Get Miss James! 
Astrid Donaghy is kissing Susan Wilcox! Look, girls! What did I tell you?’ 
Susan fell away from Astrid like bark from a tree, and some impulse made 
her run – without looking back, cheeks flushed, wanting only to get as far from 
Astrid’s body as she could, as if that would prevent the storm from breaking. 
Afterwards she was ashamed. It didn’t occur to her to stay, facing all accusers 
calmly, as Astrid did. Astrid was still sitting on the bench when Clorinda led Miss 
James and a gaggle of delightedly disapproving voyeurs into the change room. She 
answered questions readily enough – about kissing Susan Wilcox, about the cut on 
her arm, about the scars no-one until now had admitted noticing. Somehow it was 
decided that Astrid was a bad influence on younger girls (though Susan was only six 
months younger, and hid her own scratch under a bandaid and her school jumper). 
There was careful not-asking. Astrid’s father was called to remove her from the 
school.  
 
* 
 
By the time Storm re-emerges from the treatment room, Susan is anxious and 
irritated, wanting to say all the things she repressed earlier. 
‘I’d be happy to organise a presentation to the ED staff on theory and practice 
in the treatment of self-harm,’ she tells the registrar, who bristles.  
‘We might not be a big city hospital,’ the registrar says icily, ‘but, believe it 
or not, we are trained medical professionals.’ She marches away down the shining 
corridor. 
‘Okay,’ says Storm. ‘Now it’s you.’ 
Susan waits till she’s strapped Caitlin into her seat, turned on her DVD 
player, climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. 
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‘Storm, I’m uncomfortable with Maddy not knowing what’s happened. I’d 
like you to tell her.’  
She keeps her eyes on the road, but can feel Storm’s incredulous glare. ‘You 
can’t tell her! I trusted you!’ 
‘I’m not saying I’ll tell her. I’m asking you to.’ 
‘Or you will?’  
‘I didn’t say that – ’ 
‘I won’t.’ Belligerence, challenge. Teenagers. Susan sighs.  
‘All right. Then I’ll have to.’  
‘No, hang on a second.’ She can hear Storm gathering her thoughts, changing 
tack. ‘I was in a unit for thirteen to eighteen year olds. But if a kid was out of school, 
or living independently, they’d send them to the adult unit, even if they were like 
sixteen or seventeen.’ 
‘That’s true. But they didn’t send you to the adult unit – ’  
‘My mum hasn’t been near me for the past year. I never even met Maddy till I 
got out of hospital. Everything I’ve done to get better, I had to work it out myself, 
with the staff and teachers.’  
‘You’ve done a great job – ’ 
‘Damn straight. In a few months I’ll be living in the city and going to uni. I’m 
practically an adult.’ 
‘Right now, you’re living at home with your mum and aunty and going to 
high school. For god’s sake, Storm, if you’re so grown up, can’t you empathise just a 
little? This is not a moment when I can take responsibility for other people’s 
children!’  
The silence is so sudden and deep, she glances over. Storm’s looking at the 
road.   
‘I’m not Tyla,’ she says.  
Emotions seethe like water in the Blowhole: anger, despair, defiance, horror –
churning up, splashing over. A girl who’ll pull out the big guns, offer no quarter, kill 
them all and let God sort out His own. Mentioning Tyla. 
‘That’s not fair,’ she says quietly. 
‘Well I’m not. Why should I pay for your conscience?’ 
‘Fine. Next time drive yourself to hospital.’ 
‘Won’t be a next time,’ Storm mutters.  
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Susan doesn’t reply. She’s lost again. 
 
* 
 
The rest of the journey is accomplished in silence. Outside Maddy’s house, she 
means to drop Storm off and drive away before anyone sees her, but Maddy comes 
down the steps and foils her escape. Her smile is over-warm; her hand on Susan’s 
arm tries to shortcut a thousand words. 
‘Susan, I’ve been meaning to call you. Have you got time for a cuppa before 
dinner? There’s something I need to ask.’  
Susan hesitates. She’s missed Maddy. She still wants to speed off in an agony 
of guilt, and if Caitlin had fallen asleep in the back she might have made an excuse, 
but Caitlin’s craning at the window looking for Peta. Storm’s vanished. Susan lifts 
Caitlin out and tries to hold her hand up the steps, but she runs ahead. 
Furnished with tea, leaving the little girls ensconced in front of the doll’s 
house, Maddy leads her through to the studio and flicks on the light.  
Last time she was here, the studio seemed endlessly spacious: now it 
resembles an overworked laundry in some colourful Asian city. A large clothes airer, 
festooned with red blue and yellow t-shirts in various stages of drying, takes up most 
of one side of the room. More shirts hang like prayer flags from lines strung across 
the room. Each t-shirt bears a different design: intricate patterns of fish, crabs, shells 
and mangrove roots, with slogans like ‘Don’t Trouble Stillwater’, ‘Marine 
Environments Not Marina Resorts’, ‘Life – the Real World Wide Web’. On the 
nearest bench is a bright green t-shirt, freshly screen-printed with black ink. It 
features a dugong feeding on a bed of sea-grass, and the words ‘Keep Off The 
Grass’. A squeegee sits in an ice-cream container on the floor beneath the table, and 
a silk-screen leans against a wall.  
‘He’s announced the bloody prospectus launch!’ Maddy fishes out a flier 
from under one of the shirts. ‘And I know he’s invited the Minister for Regional 
Development. Well, two can play at that game. The Shadow Minister for 
Environment has graciously accepted my invitation to a public meeting. Election’s 
only a few months away: let’s make the most of it.’   
Susan scans the flier: the same images as on the billboard. ‘A public meeting? 
When?’ 
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Maddy puts her finger on the flier with a triumphant grin. ‘Same day, same 
place.’  
‘How’s that going to work?’ 
‘It’ll work. I have friends in useful places. But we need as many people as 
possible to wear the shirts. And hold up the banners. Post Office Alice is taking care 
of the kids for the day, Caitlin can – ’ 
‘Maddy, no. I can’t. It’s not my fight – I don’t live here.’  
‘You come here. You have an interest in what this place turns into.’ 
‘No really, I haven’t got the right.’ 
‘Not only the right,’ Maddy says, her mouth in a line. ‘The responsibility. 
Protecting habitats is up to everyone, not just the people who live near them. The 
more ecologies we lose, the more we all suffer.’  
There’s no faulting the logic. It’s just – 
‘Don’t tell me it’s the shirts?’ 
‘No, of course not. The shirts are beautiful.’ They are. They’re so beautiful, 
there’s a risk they’ll do Mathieson’s work for him. Everyone will want to move here. 
She struggles to explain. ‘Maddy, I’m a state official, currently suspended from my 
job, under investigation. I can’t go around committing to political causes. However 
much I might want to.’ 
‘This cause has nothing to do with your job.’ 
‘That doesn’t make it any better. I can’t be seen – rocking the boat.’ 
‘Rubbish!’ Maddy sets down her tea. ‘You’re a citizen of this state. You’re a 
person who uses the recreational facilities of Stillwater. You can make a difference 
now – if you wait for your work issues to resolve themselves, it will be too late. 
Come on! Wear sunglasses. It’s not like people will be on the look-out for Dr Susan 
Wilcox at an environmental protest. I’m just asking you to be a body in a shirt.’  
‘I can’t. I’m so sorry, Maddy. I just can’t.’  
Maddy glares a moment longer, then picks up her tea again. ‘All right,’ she 
says stiffly. ‘If you can’t, you can’t. All I ask is that you don’t tell Mathieson the 
plan.’   
‘Maddy! Of course I won’t.’ 
It hurts, letting Maddy turn away again. But there’s simply no way. She looks 
at the flier and calculates quickly: the tide will be dead low that morning. She’ll take 
Caitlin to the island, as far from trouble as possible.  
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* 
 
Mathieson and his partner, Alryn, are staying in the nicest of the bungalows along 
the front, four doors down from Maddy. Mathieson opens the door, and Susan smiles 
and looks past him.  
 ‘Al’s gone back to the city for the weekend,’ he says.  
 ‘Oh. Then perhaps – ’ She hesitates, flustered: she hadn’t envisioned a tête-a-
tête. ‘Are you sure Alryn’s all right with – ’  
 ‘Don’t be silly. I invited you.’  
He pours glasses of the white wine she’s brought from the café. She’s also 
brought lemonade for Caitlin, and – after a moment’s hesitation, since there’s 
nothing more sophisticated at the General Store – a bunch of pink carnations mixed 
with gold gerberas and bits of fern. She feels silly handing them to Mathieson, then 
realises she’d have been mortified proffering them to Alryn. The temporary 
furnishings of the bungalow are sparse but impossibly elegant: pieces selected from 
their home in the city. She can see at once that the stylish vases have never been 
graced with anything but orchids and imported-from-the-south tulips. Her pink and 
gold offering looks as childish as pigsface and dandelions in a sand-bucket. But 
Mathieson smiles and calls them lovely.   
He has the next day’s weather report up on the laptop screen.  
‘I like to know what tomorrow will bring.’ He passes water crackers and 
cheese on a white ceramic tray she’s seen advertised in an in-flight magazine. 
Japanese design, this season’s. Mathieson flicks through screens on the Bureau of 
Meteorology website.  
‘What’s that?’ Her attention’s caught by something on the screen.  
‘Wind rose.’ 
It’s an odd little diagram. Three concentric circles – a small one in the 
middle, the next one marked ‘10%’ and the outer one ‘20%’. The lines radiating 
from the middle circle to the eight major compass points look like telescopes pulled 
out to their maximum length, each section a different colour – the outer block brown, 
representing (so the legend helpfully informs her) over 30km/hr, the next block 
orange and representing 20-30km/hr, the next block pinkish and 10-20km/hr, and the 
slim inner rod a pale apricot for 0-10km/hr. The telescope sections give wind speed, 
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the concentric bands tell how much of the time the wind blows from that direction. 
The white circle in the middle represents ‘calm’. ‘Calm,’ says a note at the bottom of 
the diagram, ‘has no direction’. She feels the truth of this.   
She marvels at the economy of the wind rose, the astonishing amount of 
information cheerfully and concisely conveyed with just a few lines, colours, 
numbers. Maddy might make a drawing of Stillwater in charcoal or watercolour or 
oil pastels: here is Stillwater sketched in prevailing winds, drawn in moving air. The 
town, apparently, is ‘calm’ only 11% of the time. Most of the time winds blow from 
the south-east at 10-20 kilometres an hour. Sometimes 20-30 kilometres per hour, 
and on rare occasions – in cyclone season, presumably – much harder.  
Could people be drawn as wind roses? What if one’s prevailing wind 
direction were anxiety, blowing most of the time at 20-30km/hr, sometimes peaking 
as high as 70 or 80? What if 10% of the time the wind blew from anger, another 10% 
from guilt, a tiny 2% from hope or hilarity or gratitude? She wonders if it would be 
worth making the effort to map yourself. Only if you could take hold of the wind and 
change the way it blows. She tells patients it’s possible. This is called instilling hope.  
She recognises dinner as Stu’s Thai beef salad. Such a busy couple probably 
never cook, even here, with a chef like Stu just up the road. Mathieson’s even 
thought to provide for Caitlin: a fancy mini hamburger. He makes dinner 
conversation mostly with Caitlin, drawing her out with playful questions about 
childcare and friends. After dinner he installs her on a beanbag in front of a Disney 
movie with a huge bowl of icecream. 
‘Mummy and I will be just here in the study,’ he tells Caitlin. ‘We’ll leave the 
door open.’ The child, half-asleep and wide-eyed at Ariel’s world Under the Sea, 
doesn’t even reply.  
‘Right. Now. This asthma of yours.’ He begins without preamble, taking a 
seat in one leather armchair and waving Susan to the other. ‘When someone says 
something and you feel threatened, suddenly you can’t breathe.’  
‘Yes. But usually there’s no actual threat involved.’ The leather gives and the 
chair engulfs her, luxurious as a cloud. ‘Actually the few times a patient’s threatened 
to physically hurt me, the asthma hasn’t flared up.’  
‘Interesting. So it’s not the threat of physical pain or danger that triggers your 
amygdala?’ 
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‘No. And anyway – ’ The chair’s too cushiony to sit up straight in, and 
there’s something compromising about the reclining position it forces her into: like 
lying on an old-fashioned analyst’s couch. ‘The flight-or-fight response is supposed 
to open the airways, so you can run or fight. It doesn’t close them down, like you’re 
going to curl up and die. The whole thing makes no sense.’  
‘That is strange.’ He has an intense way of looking at people, as if he can see 
through their eyes into their minds. ‘Can you remember the first time it happened?’ 
‘The first time?’ Asthma’s been part of her life so long it’s never occurred to 
her there was a first time. But there must have been. For some reason, it’s not a 
thought she wants to approach too closely. But she tries.  
‘I remember it was like having a cold – when you can’t breathe through your 
nose at all, so you open your mouth. But I couldn’t breathe through my mouth either. 
Air couldn’t get in.’ The terror of that realisation. ‘I don’t know what happened. 
Maybe someone had a puffer. Anyway, I survived.’  
‘You can’t remember where or when this happened?’ 
She really, really doesn’t want to. She shakes her head. 
‘Never mind. The beauty of this technique is that it’s based in the present, not 
the past. You don’t have to rake over old stuff and get retraumatised, or share 
personal information. We’ll work with the here and now. So…’ He smiles. ‘The 
feeling you get, in that moment between someone saying something, and your chest 
tightening. Is it a hot feeling, or a cold one?’ 
She’s confounded. The temperature of a feeling? 
‘Cold. I suppose.’ Like a rush of cold air to the lungs. Diving into a pool in 
winter – the shock that threatens to stop your heart. 
‘And does it make a sound?’ 
She thinks. No actual sound, but ‘A kind of low buzz. Sinister.’  
‘And a texture? If you could hold it with your hands, what would it feel like?’ 
‘Soft and thick, smothering. Like cloud. And it’s cloud-coloured – deep 
bluey-purple. It smells like cloud. Wet, foggy. Slightly chemical.’ It’s amazing how 
easily the answers come, as if she’s been waiting to be asked. 
‘Okay. I want you to imagine this cold, soft, smothering, bluey-purple cloud, 
with the chemical smell, making its low buzz, inside your chest. And I want you to 
move it out of your body, onto this chair.’ He indicates the office chair facing her. 
Susan pictures the feeling leaving her body and sitting on the chair. It hovers, 
208 
 
swirling gently. ‘This feeling is trying to serve you. Don’t speak out loud, but ask it 
what it’s trying to do.’  
The answer’s in her mind before she can mentally repeat the question. ‘It’s 
trying to protect me.’  
Mathieson nods, as if this is nothing surprising. ‘Do you need it to protect 
you?’ 
‘No. I can protect myself.’ 
‘Tell it. Be gentle – it’s only trying to help. Tell it thank you very much, I 
don’t need you to protect me. I can protect myself.’  
She tells it. The cloud stirs. 
‘Now blow.’ 
She lean forward and blows. The cloud disperses. Empty chair. And an empty 
space inside, a lightness. More room to breathe. 
Mathieson sits back and beams. ‘What’s the difference between a cow and a 
duck?’ 
She shakes her head.  
‘They both swim, except for the cow.’ He winks. ‘Just breaking state.’ 
She doesn’t ask, is that it? She feels different. She doesn’t want to probe that 
feeling too deeply.  
Mathieson puts his hands on the arms of his chair and rises. ‘I promised to 
show you the model.’  
The model covers a trestle table in a small room off the hallway. At first she 
has trouble orienting herself – her mind can’t picture the buildings in relation to the 
coast, because all the landmarks have gone. No café, no fish-and-chip shop, no jetty. 
No tall blue gums along Big Creek, no Norfolk Island pines anywhere. But then she 
realises the group of buildings separated from the others by a strip of blue paint are 
on the island. Then she can make out Big Creek, spanned by the resort and forming 
the marina, which Mathieson tells her is Stage One. Stage Two replaces the café, 
Maddy’s house, the bungalows and caravan park. Stage Three stretches back into the 
hinterland and includes the new subdivisions. Stage Four creeps along the top of 
Fossil Bluff and Stage Five colonizes South Cliffs, with a miniature slide to represent 
the waterpark on the Blowhole. Most of the buildings are undifferentiated little white 
blocks, separated by grey roads lined with indicative little green bushes, all the same. 
A toy boat sits in one of the yacht berths. 
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But what catches her attention is the long, low, sleek white bridge connecting 
the island to the mainland. He sees where she’s looking.  
‘That’s a no-brainer. Twenty-four hour access, just a matter of building up 
the causeway.’   
‘But–‘ Will it do any good to tell him? Beg him? Would he shift his bridge a 
hundred metres north or south for her? There’s no way a bridge could follow the 
causeway, without planting a massive concrete foot right on top of the rock pool.  
Tell him, and he might prick up his ears – a natural wading pool for littlies? 
He’d put in bright plastic slides, a concrete whale spouting water. His bridge could 
stomp down on the Talking Mud instead, or on the spines of rock running into the 
channel, known locally as The Fingers though she’s always called them The 
Crocodiles. She gets him: Mathieson can’t see anything without envisioning how to 
turn it into something else; bend it, shape it, make it his. It’s not evil. It’s the way he 
is. 
‘What?’ His Viking eyes are trying to peer into hers. 
‘Isn’t the island a National Park?’ 
He smiles. ‘National Parks have had their day. You can’t let a bit of historical 
legislation stand in the way of state interests.’ 
‘The Indigenous Land Use Agreement?’ 
‘In negotiation.’  
She scans the complex again, trying to take it in. ‘I don’t understand what 
you want from me,’ she says carefully. ‘I won’t try to talk Maddy into selling. She 
wouldn’t listen anyway.’ 
‘Hey.’ He shakes her shoulder lightly. ‘Worse comes to worst, we can build 
around her – behind her, over her. It’s been done before. But she won’t want that. 
Once she sees it’s a done deal she’ll get out from under. Move to Kakadu or 
something. I don’t want anything from you. Other way round.’  
Caitlin stirs and mutters on the beanbag. Susan turns, ready to crouch down 
and lift her. 
‘Hang on.’ His hand still on her shoulder, he guides her to a chair. ‘I 
promised to change your life.’ 
‘I thought that was the – thing.’ She waves towards the study.  
‘That’s just a bit of brain re-programming. Out with the old, in with the new. 
It’s the new I want to talk about.’  
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He sits forward in his chair. ‘Just for a moment, imagine you’re living here in 
Stillwater. You wake up every morning to sunrise over the ocean. You can cook 
breakfast, or stroll down to the new café for it. Your work is pleasant and easy, it 
brings you into contact with everyone in town and they’re all grateful for your help. 
Children, old people – everyone. Maddy and her family too. You have so many 
friends. You only leave the town when you want, because you have everything you 
need here – a clean new shopping centre, a cinema complex, good phone reception 
and internet access. You can swim every day, walk on the sand at sunset. You might 
have a yacht. Your husband and daughter are here with you and they’re very happy: 
Caitlin goes to the primary school in Ellerton, and there are enough children for the 
school to run a mini-bus so you don’t even have to drive her. Brendan loves it here, 
and his work takes him to the city often enough to keep him feeling connected there 
as well. There’s a world-class restaurant, and you’re friends with the chef so you’re 
welcome any time. When friends come to visit from the city there are lots of things 
to do with them: fishing charters, cruises, windsurfing, parasailing, sea kayaking… 
They’re so jealous of your lifestyle. And your house – you and Brendan and Caitlin 
live in a lovely brand new townhouse with a gourmet kitchen, built-ins, guest room 
and guest bathroom – the whole box and dice. It’s beautiful, and it’s right on the 
seafront.’ 
‘This is a townhouse you’ve built where Maddy’s house is now?’ 
She thinks he’ll bristle, but he just smiles and touches her elbow. ‘Your house 
can be anywhere along the foreshore. Your conscience can be completely easy – 
there are houses there now. There’ll just be more, and they’ll be nicer.’  
‘And what will I be doing for a living?’ 
‘There’s not a private psychiatrist from here to the city. Ellerton Hospital 
only gets registrars on six-month rotation. And they can’t always get one.’  
He’s speaking her language now. Wrestling money for regional hospitals out 
of the state budget is one of her major battles; attracting qualified psychs is another.  
‘This area’s going to grow, Susan, and it’s going to need you.’  
  ‘What about Brendan?’ 
‘Brendan’s an outstanding IT manager.’ 
She must look startled, because he grins and winks. ‘I’ve done my research. 
Our company’s involved in developments all over the country – we’ve certainly got a 
high level position for a guy like Brendan. He’ll make a lot more money in the 
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private sector, he’ll be able to travel as much or as little as he likes, and he’ll get to 
raise his daughter in this beautiful place. With you.’  
She’s grown up with the principle that if it sounds too good to be true, it 
probably is. But at this moment she can’t see a flaw in this plan. It sounds like that 
movie Doc Hollywood, with a yuppie fantasy lifestyle as the reward instead of 
romance. And she’s not in the market for romance.  
‘It’s an interesting idea.’   
‘More than interesting,’ says Mathieson. ‘It’s perfect.’  
‘Well, yes. Theoretically.’  
‘Didn’t you want to live here, when you were a kid? Didn’t you hate it when 
the holidays ended? Now they won’t have to.’ 
She stands. This time he doesn’t try to stop her. They’re facing each other, 
and she’s close enough to smell him – clean shirt, warm skin, a whiff of some 
sophisticated masculine cologne he will have bought in a mood-lit shop with silk ties 
in glass cabinets. He’s smiling into her eyes.  
‘‘It’s going to be beautiful,’ he says softly. And then, ‘Are you sure you have 
to go?’ 
He’s going to encrust the town and the island with buildings, pave and 
straighten and channel, plant lawns and palm trees. He wants her to live here, beside 
the sea. He doesn’t care about the girdled pipefish. He has the most intense blue eyes 
she’s ever seen, the warmest smile. He’s extracted the cloudy feeling from her chest 
and left a light, delicate space. Maddy hates him, yet Susan can’t. He probably sees 
himself as an artist. Caitlin’s fast asleep on the beanbag and won’t wake. She could 
stay.  
He’s going to destroy the rock pool.  
He means well. 
He must be stopped. 
 
* 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
Two empty podiums, a few metres apart, each with a microphone. Nathan sitting at 
the sound desk facing them like a debate moderator. Mathieson on the grass in front 
of Nathan’s sound desk: towering, shouting, gesticulating. Nathan grins, leans back 
in his seat. Even at this distance, Susan can tell what he’s saying: You wanted a 
sound system, mate. So did Maddy. Bloke’s gotta earn a living. From Nathan’s 
perspective Mathieson won’t look tall; the silver-trunked gums behind him hold their 
shaggy heads sixty metres up in the sky. Their roots drink from Big Creek; over a 
century of water and sunlight, manifested as muscular wood and leaves. Mathieson 
turns to appeal to the two coppers, standing under the trees in their blue shirts and 
caps, feet planted, hands at their sides. They’re unmoved. It’s a public park.   
Maddy’s supporters in their primary coloured t-shirts stick out like flowers in 
a rainforest. Some of the elderly men hold their placards awkwardly. Their wives 
greet Maddy with energy as she moves among them; smiling, hugging, touching 
shoulders. Susan recognises the caravan park owner and the girls from the fish-and-
chip shop, though she doesn’t know the Aboriginal woman coming up from the 
beach ceremoniously flanked by five or six younger women and a posse of all-aged 
children. Maddy rushes to shake the woman’s hand.  
Two young men with a boom mike and professional video camera are setting 
up near the podiums. Of course Maddy’s invited the media, promising them a 
confrontation, pictures. Susan feels conspicuous in the ‘Keep Off the Grass’ t-shirt 
she’s reluctantly agreed to wear – but if she sticks close to ‘Dugong Gone?’ man and 
‘Don’t Fall Back on a Mast Resort’ woman, perhaps they’ll provide enough 
camouflage. At least she’s now wearing the big hat and sunglasses, hiding. She’s 
such a cliché, she could laugh. Or weep. 
More journalists arrive – four, five – there’s a radio station in Ellerton but the 
TV crew must be from the city. She watches Maddy introducing herself, shaking 
hands, thrusting her key people in front of cameras and microphones, leaving them to 
it, hunting down the next electronic eye and fluffy phallic ear. Mathieson’s partner, 
Alryn, stands under a tree with a group of men from the island. One of them is 
talking to her, but she seems to be avoiding eye contact, as she watches Mathieson 
give up on Nathan and head back over the grass to join her. 
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Around five to nine Maddy and Mathieson go striding up the road, studiously 
ignoring each other. They’re back within minutes, Mathieson’s hand on the shoulder 
of the Minister for Regional Development, Maddy waving a sheaf of papers in front 
of a young man who must be the Shadow Minister for the Environment. Their two 
entourages, indeterminately mingled, stream behind like a comet’s tail. 
Maddy’s protestors raise placards: some move to greet the pollies with a 
rehearsed war-cry, which to Susan’s ears sounds thin. Lots of people standing around 
in ordinary clothes. No way to tell whose side they’re on. 
Mathieson steps up to his podium. Alryn tries to block Maddy’s path to hers 
but is shouldered aside by a militant-looking grey-haired couple.  
‘Welcome,’ Mathieson says into his mike. 
‘Good morning, everyone.’ Maddy’s voice spills across the morning shade. 
It’s immediately apparent that Nathan’s set her volume just a little higher than 
Mathieson’s. ‘I’d like to begin by acknowledging the traditional custodians of the 
land on which we’re meeting today, the Mudgimbil and Waradja people, and pay my 
respects to elders past and present.’ 
Mathieson makes a valiant effort. ‘We’re delighted to have with us today, the 
Minister for–‘ 
Maddy cuts in. ‘I’d like to invite Aunty Daisy Heathcote to the stage, to 
perform a Welcome to Country.’  
A droning song starts up – a knot of teenagers from the island with a 
didgeridoo and clapsticks – forcing Mathieson to stop and watch the old woman’s 
graceful gesture-dance. Susan doesn’t understand the dance but is mesmerized by the 
dignity and sureness of the old woman’s movements, at once stiff and fluid, the 
insistent stamping of feet, flicking of hands. At the end of the dance Aunty Daisy 
takes the microphone and welcomes the crowd with a few simple words in an accent 
like flowing water. As the applause dies down, Mathieson seizes his moment. So 
does Maddy. Susan struggles to listen in stereo. 
‘Paradise Shores is the start of big things for Stillwater – ’   
 ‘The proposed marina will be five times the size of the existing boat ramp 
and jetty area in Big Creek – ’  
‘Stage One, the marina resort, will provide both holiday and permanent 
accommodation for approximately fifty families. The marina will provide berths for 
a total of three hundred and sixty boats – ’ 
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‘It will destroy all the mangroves in Big Creek, and disrupt the foreshore 
environment north and south for over a kilometre…’ 
‘Stage Two will be a villa development along the foreshore, providing 
accommodation for up to a hundred families…’ 
‘Big Creek and its estuary are home to nineteen species of endangered or 
vulnerable birds, five types of marine turtle, dugongs, dolphins, flying foxes, water 
mice–that’s not to mention fish and crustaceans – the girdled pipefish...’ 
Mathieson loses the ignoring game: he hasn’t the patience.   
‘At least stick to the science, Ms Ames. The girdled pipe-fish probably isn’t 
here. The Environmental Impact Statement says the risks to threatened species are 
medium to low – ’ 
‘Oh yeah? Tell that to the dugongs. Their biggest cause of death is starvation 
– so you’re going to destroy more seagrass beds. The second-biggest cause of death 
is boat strike – so you want to bring in another three hundred and sixty boats!’ 
Maddy’s supporters cheer, shout and whistle.  
Mathieson’s Minister steps onto the podium and clears his throat. ‘If I can 
just say, my office welcomes written submissions from the public regarding this 
issue...’ 
‘We’ve submitted at great length, Minister, to your office and the 
Environment Minister’s. A stretch of mangroves, a patch of sea-grass, a few hectares 
of intertidal flats – it doesn’t sound like much. We think we can keep nibbling away 
at the natural environment, build a marina here, a resort there – doesn’t make a 
difference in the scheme of things. But it does, Minister. Our coastal habitats are 
disappearing every year. How much impact do you think all these ‘low impact’ 
developments have in the long run? I can tell you. Devastating impact.’ 
Hooting, applause. But also the low notes of jeers – some in the crowd 
shaking their heads. Maddy turns to her politician.  
‘Minister, can we rely on your government, if elected, to call a halt to this 
environmental disaster?’  
All eyes on the young man, sweating in his suit. The day’s already warm. He 
didn’t know what he was getting into.  
‘Um. Now.’ He wipes sweat beads from his hairline. ‘This is obviously an 
issue with the potential to divide the community. Which is the last thing we want – ’ 
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‘My Honourable colleague can’t answer the question, because his 
government has no idea what it will do if elected.’ Mathieson’s Minister smirks. ‘Our 
government supports, and has always supported, the development of regional 
infrastructure and the growth of regional economies. Our proposed review of 
National Parks, for example, will help to clarify – ’ 
Maddy turns on him. ‘Minister, Mr Mathieson claims his company has 
consulted with the indigenous people of the area. What he hasn’t told you is that 
there’s significant dissatisfaction with the proposal in some sections of the 
indigenous community.’  
That’s unsettled him. 
‘Of course, people always have differing opinions about how development 
should take place – ’  
Aunty Daisy, positioned in front of his podium, raises her voice. ‘Mr 
Mathieson says he’s gonna turn the causeway into a bridge. So you can drive to the 
island high tide, low tide, any tide. Not everybody want that.’  
‘Some of us do, eh!’ shouts the man Alryn was ignoring earlier. ‘Lot of us do. 
You don’t speak for the Aboriginal community.’ 
‘An’ you don’t speak for the community, Jimmy Walters, you speak for ya 
own greed!’ 
Voices explode like fireworks – rush, boom – the two elders shouting in the 
middle, both Ministers touching their ties and trying to stand straighter.  
Susan looks from Aunty Daisy’s stabbing finger to Uncle Jimmy’s set 
shoulders, registers Maddy’s angry face over Daisy’s shoulder, sees the jigging 
placards; and the wrench of not-belonging hits so suddenly it makes her nauseous. 
Not her people, not her place. She doesn’t even know the stories. The Minister for 
Regional Development holds up his hands. 
‘Please, everyone. There are issues being raised here that I was not previously 
aware of. I’m happy to speak further with community representatives, and give my 
department a little more time to–‘ 
A voice at her shoulder. 
‘Dr Wilcox? Paul Harding, The World Tonight.’ 
Oh God. A smart-looking young man with golden-brown eyes, heavy eye-
brows, and a microphone. Behind him a thinner young man with long blond hair 
hanging loose, pointing a camera and chewing gum. The sunglasses have failed her.  
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‘Dr Wilcox, what do you say to Tyla Aspinall’s family, who are struggling to 
come to terms with their tragic loss while you’re having a nice holiday at the beach?’ 
The camera angles up to catch her reaction. 
Move. The journo and his side-kick dog her, skip to get ahead, keep the 
camera on her face. One or two others have noticed the commotion; another camera 
turns. Head down. Get to the café.  
‘Dr Wilcox, we’re hearing the current inquiry will be subsumed into a Royal 
Commission. Do you think there will be a Royal Commission into your actions? Do 
you think there should be? Dr Wilcox, has the health system let Tyla Aspinall and 
her family down? Do you consider Eleanor Ogden responsible for her crime? 
Haven’t you let Eleanor down, Susan? Wasn’t it your job to keep her safe?’ 
Stuart’s on the veranda. He meets her eyes: she sees him take in the situation. 
By the time she reaches the steps he’s at the top. Is he going to block her path? 
He holds out a hand to help her up the last step and swings her towards the 
door into the café. She feels him plant himself at the top of the steps behind her, a 
hand on each stair-rail.  
Inside. No-one here. Side doors closed. Voices carry clearly: she leans on the 
bar, eyes closed, fighting her racing breath, the dizziness that makes her want to slide 
down a wall and curl up on the floor. If they get in, she must be on her feet.  
‘Is this your premises, sir?’ Pompous arse. She can hear Stuart thinking it. 
‘That’s right,’ he says loudly, stolid as the ironbark stair post. 
‘What do you think about the former Director of Mental Health hiding out in 
your town? She was at the marina protest just now. Is she looking at a new career in 
local politics?’ 
Stuart takes a moment to reply. Susan moves cautiously, crouches, peeks 
through the corner of a window, under the curtain. All the camera-toters and mike-
wielders are massed at the foot of the steps like a king tide. She can only wonder 
what Mathieson and the Ministers are making of their exodus. Maddy’s media 
thunder completely stolen. She mentally apologises.  
Stuart shakes his head from side to side, slowly, theatrically, the picture of 
disgust. 
‘You lot,’ he says. ‘Bloody seagulls fighting over a chip. Clear off!’   
217 
 
The two coppers come strolling towards the group at the bottom of the stairs, 
watchful, but not looking inclined to interfere. They won’t want escalation. No-one’s 
breaking the law. Yet. 
‘Get off my property!’  
‘Would you call Dr Wilcox a murderer?’  
‘That’s enough of that,’ says Stuart roughly, but he’s getting uneasy. They’re 
not budging. They have the cameras, they get to tell the story. They dictate who’s the 
good guy, who’s the bad guy, and they’re all pointing at Stuart. He has a business to 
run; he didn’t ask for the spotlight. 
‘What the hell are you doing?’ Storm’s clear voice: there she is, handy-cam 
aloft. Of course she’s here, wagging school: covering the action, filming the filmers. 
She sounds furious. ‘There’s a real story happening at the creek. What are you all 
doing up here?’ 
‘Go on,’ adds Stuart, heartened by the support. ‘Bugger off.’  
Stillness. Silence. Shifting from foot to foot. The sun soaks into the wooden 
building and the grass, bounces off lenses and shiny metal tripods. Voices still 
buzzing through the sound system over the road, a ragged roar from the protestors. 
The story’s where the noise is; they’re not going to get inside the cafe. Reluctantly, 
they begin to drift away. Susan remembers to breathe. 
Stuart stares down at the coppers. ‘Keep up the good work.’  
Susan turns from the window, lets her legs give way, slumps to the floor. 
 
* 
 
The café closes early for the evening and she sits at the bar, trying to smile at Stuart’s 
laborious jokes, sipping for form’s sake at something apple-green in a tall glass 
handed to her by Nathan. The World Tonight on the TV. The Minister looking 
uneasy, Aunty Daisy and Uncle Jimmy shouting at each other, the Shadow Minister 
for the Environment gingerly picking a twig from his jacket.  
‘Gave ‘em heaps, didn’t she?’ Nathan grins, stretching to wipe a table top. 
‘Aunty Daisy.’ 
Susan makes the effort. ‘What’s the issue with the bridge?’ 
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‘Jimmy’s got this idea for a business.’ Stuart critically inspects his reflection 
in the wine glass he’s polishing. ‘Four-wheel drive tours. Mathieson’s lending him 
start-up.’ 
‘But Aunty Daisy doesn’t want the island bridged,’ Nathan adds. 
She thinks of the model, the pylons. ‘Isn’t there a Council?’  
 ‘They’re both on Council. Jimmy’s the CEO. Thing is, there’s four different 
groups on the island.’ 
‘It’s the place the government gave them when they closed the missions, in 
the fifties,’ says Nathan.  
‘You hear the Aboriginal community, like all Aboriginal people are supposed 
to think alike.’ Stu slides a glass into the overhead rack. ‘Mathieson fucked up there.’ 
The story on the screen has changed: the pompous journo is off-camera, but 
she recognises his voice.  
‘What do you think about Susan Wilcox sunning herself at the beach while 
Tyla Aspinall’s family is in mourning for their little girl?’ 
The vox pop interviewee is a young mum carrying a toddler, the child’s 
fingers groping at her sunglasses. City buildings in the background. 
‘It’s pathetic,’ says the mum, looking angry. A geeky-looking teenager with 
spiky hair says, ‘She’s the one that should be locked up.’ A wrinkled old woman in a 
scarf looks about to eat the microphone: ‘They don’t care, do they, doctors? It’s just 
like one more patient dying – ho hum, can’t let it interrupt me golf.’ And one middle-
aged man, left in perhaps by accident or to give an impression of fairness, says, 
‘What’s she supposed to do – lie down and die?’ For that crumb of brisk pragmatism 
– not even sympathy – she feels absurdly grateful, and furious at herself for feeling 
it.  
Dyan appears on the screen, with the creekside blue gums behind her. ‘That 
woman comes here, acting like she owns the place... Bloody tourist... Poking her 
nose in our business, pity she couldn’t mind her own.’ 
Stuart looks embarrassed. ‘Bloody hell, Dy... Change the channel will ya, 
Nathan.’ 
But the next channel also has the story: the comedy news program is 
interviewing Joey Ashton from MindPower. Department staff risk losing their jobs if 
they talk to the media, so the station’s approached the consumer advocacy group. No 
doubt Joey jumped at the exposure.  
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‘Susan Wilcox has done more for mental health in this state in the past year 
than anyone else has done in decades,’ he says, in his feverish way. ‘She’s been 
trying to get the government to double the targets for community mental health 
workers. Not pussy-foot around with one new position here and one there. That’s the 
kind of bold action we need to turn things around.’  
‘And did Dr Wilcox succeed in getting that commitment from government?’ 
asks the suave young comedian back in the studio.  
‘I don’t know, nothing’s been announced. But the tragic death of little Tyla 
just underlines the critical need for more resources to address mental health issues in 
the community, and provide people with a meaningful level of support.’  
‘So Dr Wilcox may have achieved her goal after all?’ 
The irony goes over Joey’s head; he has trouble picking up social cues.  
‘Absolutely.’  
The camera cuts back to the panel of comedians, improvising smart remarks 
at Joey’s expense. Nathan’s picking up the remote when Susan grabs his wrist. 
‘Hang on.’  
A young man on the screen, short wiry hair of no particular colour, stretchers 
in his earlobes.  
‘So she’s at the beach – so what?’ says Darryl Aspinall fiercely. ‘I don’t care 
where the fuck she is – she’s alive, that’s the real bitch. The Romans or the Japanese, 
when someone stuffed up this bad they’d kill themselves. Out of honour. But no, 
she’s getting on with things, having a happy life, like my little girl’ll never get to do. 
It just sucks.’  
They’re all staring at the screen. It goes black.  
‘Don’t you dare listen to him, Susan.’ She hasn’t even seen Storm come in: 
now the girl’s shaking the remote at her, sounding half-choked with fury. ‘What a 
moron! How does he think you killing yourself would help Tyla?’ 
‘I know,’ Susan mutters into her drink. Her face is burning. 
‘And what about Caitlin–?’ 
‘I said I know, Storm!’ Susan shouts. ‘You think I’m going to rush out and 
commit hari-kari, because he says I should?’ 
Silence. The sound of invisible waves washing the dark shore.  
‘Yeah, well,’ Storm mutters. ‘Just saying.’ 
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Nathan makes a business of squeezing out the mop in the bucket, rattling and 
clanking. Stuart polishes glasses assiduously. Storm pours herself an orange juice.  
 ‘The thing is,’ announces Stuart, not looking at anyone, ‘this lady, she 
couldn’t stay in the hospital forever, could she? Everything’s gotta move on. It’s 
nature. Like this place.’ He waves the glass in a gesture that takes in the whole café. 
‘This is a class operation. New place’ll be even better. Destination restaurant, like 
Moeraki. How many towns do you go to and they got a stunning beach, starlit skies 
and that – but the only place you can get a bite is some joint with checked plastic 
cloths and sauce bottles on the tables? Help yourself to plastic cutlery in a paper 
napkin?’ 
Nathan, mopping, tilts his eyes at Susan and grins conspiratorially. ‘He gets 
hot under the collar about cruets.’ 
‘I didn’t put in all those years slaving fourteen-hour days, ducking knives and 
getting yelled at by bloody European chefs, to come back here and run some bloody 
chippie!’ 
‘Don’t hold back, Stu,’ mocks Storm, ‘tell us how you really feel.’  
They’re bantering for her benefit, fighting to make everything normal, as if 
that raw encounter with Darryl Aspinall’s pain never happened. Through her misery 
she dimly appreciates their efforts. Storm hasn’t spoken to her since that day at the 
hospital. Now Storm’s egging Stuart on and Stuart, bless him, rises manfully to the 
call, waggling the glass cloth to stress his point.  
‘Kids leave the little towns and go to the city, and where does that get ‘em? 
Straight into trouble. Make good jobs here in town and the kids won’t have to leave. 
Maddy likes her daggy old town stuck in the fifties, but if you just leave things 
sitting around, they rot. Like Nathan’s boat.’ 
‘Oi!’ says Nathan. ‘You leave my boat out of it.’ 
‘If you call it a boat. Bathtub with a sail.’  
They’re trying so hard; it’s carrying self-pity to the point of rudeness not to 
reward them. She makes the effort. 
‘You’ve got a boat?’ 
Nathan’s green eyes look full into hers, and suddenly she understands what’s 
meant by a smile that lights up a face. Nathan’s lights up the whole café; probably 
casts a glow for several nautical miles. 
‘Yes,’ he says. ‘I’ve got a boat.’ 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
Beside her, Caitlin stills like a dog sighting a hare. Then she lets out a squeal that 
turns heads all along the jetty, clapping her hands. 
‘It’s a pirate ship!’ she yells. Peta shrieks with laughter but Susan’s thinking 
the same thing – a miniature ship from another time, square-transomed, even 
boasting a figurehead. ‘She’s a cutter-rigged ketch,’ says Nathan. He pauses to lean 
on the jetty rail and drink in his boat, floating quietly at anchor in mid-stream, 
framed against mangroves and the tea-tree scrub of the far bank. His face is slack 
with adoration: a boy in love. Despite her sleepless night, the taste of Darryl 
Aspinall’s bitterness still permeating her brain, Susan can’t help but smile. 
They pass Peta’s foster-siblings in ones and twos along the jetty; it’s no 
surprise to find Maddy at the end, her back against the rail. Aunty Daisy and another 
woman sit in camp chairs, fishing.  
‘Get a meeting,’ Aunty Daisy’s saying. ‘With both sides, eh? Election could 
go either way. Bend any ear that’ll listen.’ All the women nod. Aunty Daisy doesn’t 
even glance at Susan: she’s irrelevant. Maddy hugs Peta, gives Susan a distracted 
smile. 
The wind skims them all out through the bright blue day, across the channel, 
past the island. Nathan handles the sails, Storm gives Caitlin and Peta turns with the 
handy-cam. 
‘Tell Susan about the boat,’ orders Storm, turning the camera on Nathan. He 
blushes and grins. 
‘Rescued her. Sinking in the mud up the creek, as long as I could remember. 
Started asking who she belonged to, kept getting different answers. Eventually about 
three people had told me the same name so I tracked down old Vern Knoffke and 
bought her off him for a case of beer. Stu reckons I’m mad.’ 
‘Stu bought the beer,’ Storm informs Susan.  
Nathan laughs. ‘Still paying him back. Lot to do on her, but she sails.’ 
 ‘More or less.’ 
‘You swimmin’ back are ya?’ 
Nathan makes a lunge for Storm, keeping hold of the sheet, and she shrieks 
‘Mind the camera!’ while making a half-hearted attempt to hold him off. 
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Is it her imagination, or is there some tension between these two? This 
overdone horseplay might be a continuation of last night – a persistent clumsy 
attempt to take her mind off things – but it feels like some other dynamic at work, 
something darker, more desperate. They seem to be performing for each other as 
much as for her. Pointless, at her age, trying to fathom the murky currents of teenage 
emotion. The silky sunlight calms her; the breeze lifts her hair as if there were 
nothing to the world but sea and sun and sky. She adjusts her sunglasses and 
breathes. 
‘The thing is,’ says Storm, pushing Nathan back to his sail-tending duties, 
‘Stu’s got no time for wooden boats. Says they’re not worth the maintenance.’ 
‘Old-fashioned,’ says Nathan.  
‘Sentimental,’ says Storm, nodding sagely. 
‘Waste of good money,’ says Nathan. 
‘Bloody stupid,’ agrees Storm, and Nathan laughs. 
‘He thought I should’ve saved me cash and gone in with him on this big 
catamaran. Seats a hundred and fifty. When the resort’s built, he’s going to run day 
trips.’ 
‘Day trips?’ This is new. ‘Where?’ 
Nathan grins. ‘Same place we’re goin’.’ 
Nathan busies himself reefing and belaying, and the boat slows. Without the 
wind thrumming through the canvas and the musical clash of halyards high above, a 
relative hush falls. She becomes aware of the calling of silver gulls behind them, near 
the island, and the gentle smack of waves on the hull. 
‘A few years ago,’ Nathan explains, brown fingers busy with a knot, ‘a big 
cruiser got caught out here during a storm. Skipper didn’t know his arse from his 
elbow, tried to get inside The Passage and ran her on a reef instead. You’re a bit of a 
snorkeler, aren’t you?’  
She registers a fluttery panic. Out here? 
‘Not really. Just in the rock pool.’ 
‘If you like a good rock pool, you’re gonna love this place.’  
‘Oh, I don’t really need to…’ 
‘Come on Doc,’ says Storm, who’s pulling off her jumper. The pouring sun 
makes her scars less noticeable. ‘Said bring your snorkelling gear.’ 
‘Yes, but it’s just a kid’s set, the mask doesn’t even fit me really – ’ 
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‘S’okay, it’s not diving,’ Nathan says reassuringly. ‘Snorkelling on the 
surface. Same as a rock pool. Just bigger.’ 
Nathan checks his bearings against the island and peers over the side. 
Through her Polaroids, she can see the deep water giving way to a much shallower 
area. 
‘Come on Doc,’ says Storm again, working her heel into a flipper. She hands 
the camera to Caitlin.  
‘Here Caitie, you film Mummy in the water.’   
‘These’ll fit you,’ says Nathan, pulling a pair of large yellow fins out from 
under a seat. There’s nothing for it: she came prepared to swim, she just didn’t 
expect to be so far from shore. She rummages for her mask and snorkel, aware her 
breathing has quickened. 
Storm in her fins does a giant stride off the back of the boat. Susan holds the 
side and lowers herself gingerly, down the ladder. She puts her mask into the water, 
and the sunlight refracts off a solid shape, reassuringly close – maybe four or five 
metres below the surface. She pushes away from the boat, and follows Storm. 
She sees, as her eyes adjust to the play of light through the water, they are 
indeed swimming over a ship, lying on its side on a shallow reef – but there’s little 
more than the overall shape, and a porthole still holding scratched and misted glass, 
to hint at the original form. The whole thing’s now a mass of corals and waving 
seaweeds in every colour imaginable – orange-gold, yellow-green, purple-red.   
This is the place of legend, the place Dad used to talk about – the other side 
of the island, where the big fish are. As soon as her head’s under the water she sees 
them, and gasps through her snorkel. It’s like entering another world – a much larger 
version of the rock pool, a vaster Garden of Eden – like stepping back in time to the 
age of megafauna. 
A school of bream shimmers along the sand seaward of the wreck. Going the 
other way, higher up the water column, a school of what must be flute-mouths 
though she’s only seen them in her sea-life books – like horizontal lines in the water, 
translucent, each nearly two metres long. It’s the frictionless silence in which they 
glide by that awes her: like ghosts, entirely apart from the slight sounds of washing 
waves and crying seagulls and the boat’s rigging clanking gently high above. The 
flute-mouths roll their eyes at her as they pass.  
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She wants to look everywhere at once – so much to see, spots and stripes 
appearing and disappearing, the patterns the sun makes through moving water on the 
sand and the weeds and corals – she doesn’t want to miss a moment. She wills 
herself to breathe easy, lie still in the water, turn her head slowly and calmly. There’s 
all the time in the world. To her left, further round what must be the bow of the 
wreck, she can see Storm doing the same, hands folded calmly under her chest diver-
style as she floats on the surface.  
Pink and green wrasse writhe in and out of soft corals on the hull and cabin, 
and a large blue-spotted parrotfish takes relentless bites from the hard corals between  
deck and cabin, little puffs of crumbs drifting from its mouth. Over a bush of waving 
purple weed, a lion-fish floats regally, ignoring two outraged anemone fish that dart 
in and out of their huge cream-peach anemone as its shadow slides over them. The 
butterflies, angels and damsels are too many to put names to – yellow and white and 
blue and black in every possible combination, countless body shapes. A pair of 
Moorish idols nose round a patch of black growth in the window of the cabin. A 
cloud of anthias, looking exactly like orange and purple goldfish, treats the cabin like 
a bommie, swarming around and through it. She notices with a slight start a tiny 
orange-and-silver checked hawkfish, glaring at her with electric-green eyes from the 
surface of a sponge not two feet away. 
A huge school of something small – hardyheads, maybe – suddenly 
enshrouds her, the topmost fish reflected in the surface so they look doubled. 
Occasionally a single fish in the school turns on its side with a flash of bright silver. 
The effect is of twinkling lights, stars within reach. 
Something much smaller clusters round her mask, peering in, astonished – 
tiny transparent green-spined fish, of which the only clearly definable feature is their 
cartoonish eyes. She tries to sweep her hand through them – sure they’ll feel like hair 
or string algae or mist – but the school parts easily and flows back around her, still 
jostling at her mask as if they’d like to stream into her eyes.   
And then. And then. 
What’s beside her in the water – suddenly, silently there – is for a moment 
impossible to take in. Something from a dream dropped into the world, suspended in 
empty blue without context or connection or background, without past or present, 
just there.  
A whale.  
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A whale, and a calf. 
The mother’s eye under the heavy lid rolls to keep Susan in view as she 
passes. The whales arc and breathe without haste, light making ribbons and 
diamonds shimmer over their pale bellies. Beside her calf the mother is enormous; in 
the great ocean, miniscule. For a moment Susan can feel her, be her, sliding through 
polyrhythms of warm and cool water that dance along her flanks and tail, at one with 
them, moving easily, breathing easy… then the whales are gone in the blue opacity 
as if they were never there.   
Susan gets her eyes above water in time to see one more double spume, a few 
hundred metres away. The little girls are shrieking on the boat. She kicks out for the 
ladder and sees Storm there already: as soon as her hand is on a rung she spits out her 
snorkel and yells, ‘Did ya see them?’ 
Susan nods, wrestling her fins off: they’re both on the boat in moments and 
Storm almost snatches the camera from Caitlin. Susan scans the expanse of gentle 
waves. But the whales have gone.  
‘Don’t worry, she got ‘em.’ Nathan ruffles Caitlin’s hair. 
‘Mummy mummy, she talked to you!’ 
More than that. 
‘Thank you,’ Susan tells Nathan, sincerity making her voice shake. He 
blushes faintly and pretends not to hear it. 
‘It’s getting late in the season, but there’s usually a few that don’t want to 
leave till the last minute.’ 
‘Bloody tourists,’ grins Storm.  
‘Didn’t you ever see ‘em before?’ 
‘Not like that.’ Susan tries to remember. ‘From the island, through binoculars. 
Just the blows.’ She’s still seeing them in her mind; the play of light over those solid, 
graceful, impossible bodies. 
‘Ya shoulda went in, Skip.’  
‘I’ve done it before. Come out often enough, you see ‘em. I got a boat, 
remember?’  
‘Not like the poor bugger that owned that,’ says Storm. They all gaze down 
through the water at the wreck in its serene rainbow of inhabitants. 
‘You know in the dive manual,’ says Nathan, ‘there’s tech stuff about 
nitrogen narcosis and psi and how to clean your reg. All of a sudden it says ‘A wreck 
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is humanity’s loss and nature’s gain’. Little bit of poetry, smack bang in the middle 
of the manual.’ 
A cloud passes over the sun, and before their eyes the colours of the weeds 
and corals on the wreck become muted, farther away. Something in a dream. 
‘You’re deep, Nathan,’ says Storm, only half-mocking.  
‘Mummy, I’m hungry.’  
The wreck’s forgotten in the rummage for sandwiches and juice bottles, 
biscuits, apples, but Susan still feels the calm of the whales. The sun comes back out: 
she strokes more sunscreen into Caitlin and Peta’s smooth cheeks and tiny shoulders. 
Storm sunbakes on the deck. Nathan offers Susan a beer, cold-dewed in her hand. 
The boat rocks. She’s beginning to feel sleepy.  
‘This is what a boat is,’ says Nathan, leaning back with a sandwich in one 
hand and beer in the other, feet on the opposite seat. The sun washes his muscular 
brown arms and legs. Storm speaks from behind her sunglasses, without opening her 
eyes or moving. 
‘Tell us then, oh great Skipper, what is a boat?’  
He’s quoting from Pirates of the Caribbean; he gets it close enough. ‘Not 
sails and decks and timbers – that’s what a boat needs – but what a boat is, what she 
really is, is freedom.’  
‘Arrr,’ Storm agrees. The two little girls giggle.  
‘That’s what she doesn’t understand,’ says Nathan. ‘Maddy. Boats aren’t just 
for rich people. Everyone loves boats. Boats get you out on the ocean. Everyone 
needs to go there from time to time.’  
The sun seems to dim: clouds are passing over again, but it’s not just the 
clouds.  
‘Is that what today was all about?’ Susan asks, keeping her voice steady. Now 
she understands that undercurrent of theatricality to the voyage, the false note. 
‘What?’ 
‘Did Stuart ask you to bring me out? You want me to – what? Tell Maddy 
that boats are good?’  
Storm sits up abruptly. Nathan’s face scrunches into folds. 
‘Nah – what? Nah, you got it wrong – ’  
‘People keep wanting me to influence Maddy.’ She can’t quite keep the 
tremor out of her voice. ‘I’m starting to feel a bit used.’  
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‘Wrong end of the stick, Doc,’ says Storm quietly, but Nathan’s so distressed 
he talks over her, stammering to explain himself.  
‘No no, that’s what Stu wants to do, but… Bring people out here, motor 
round till they find the whales, chuck out the mermaid lines. I dunno if you ever 
hung off a mermaid line with a bunch of screamin’ tourists but it’s… it’s not like 
today. It’s not like what happened for you. That was special.’  
‘Yes.’ Voice level. ‘It was.’ 
‘Yeah, but… what I mean is…’ He struggles on. ‘If they’re a tourist 
attraction. All those people going out every day slavering for the speckie photos. 
Like a fishing charter goes out for the big fish. Well it’s just another kind of whaling, 
isn’t it? It’s like we have to make money out of them one way or another, otherwise 
they don’t matter. It’s not enough for them to just be them.’   
Silence. 
‘Blimey Charlie,’ says Storm, ‘I never heard you say that many words all in 
one go.’ Nathan looks hurt. 
The breeze is freshening from the south, making a singing sound through the 
rigging.  
‘Seriously, Doc, we weren’t trying to trick you or nothing.’ 
‘All right, Nathan.’  Everyone’s staring at her. ‘I’m sorry. It was just a bit 
crushing, to experience something like that – and then to think it had all been stage-
managed to manipulate me.’  
‘Doc.’ Nathan’s smile is gentle to the point of pitying. ‘Y’ ever tried to stage-
manage a whale?’ 
She gives a shaky laugh. The cloud passes over.  
‘Does Stuart know you’re not keen on skippering his catamaran?’ she asks, 
trying for a normal tone. Nathan looks at the deck and shakes his head. ‘So what are 
your plans when you leave school? If you don’t mind my asking.’ 
He shrugs. ‘Dunno. Something with ships. Tomorrow I’m heading down to 
Port, help a bloke with a delivery voyage.’ His face lights up. ‘We’re sailing the 
Stirling Castle replica down to Hobart for the Wooden Boat Festival.’  
‘I didn’t know you were going away.’ Storm’s tone is sharp. 
‘Thought I mentioned it a while ago. Haven’t seen you that much lately, to 
talk.’ 
‘How long will you be away?’ 
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‘Coupla weeks, I guess. Depends on the wind, how fast we make way down 
the coast. Hard to say with a square rigger. I’m not going right the way to Hobart–
they got people lined up for different legs.’  
‘What about school?’ Again a sense of movement below the surface, obscure 
emotions surging unseen through Storm’s slight body.  
Nathan laughs. ‘Be back for block exams. Never going to set the world on 
fire anyway – I just need me Senior.’ 
Storm turns her face toward the island. Nathan fidgets with his stubby-cooler. 
‘Maybe we’d better be getting home,’ Susan suggests, to break the silence. 
‘Those clouds are thickening up.’ 
Nathan seems relieved to turn his attention to the sky. ‘Was meant to pass by 
us, out to sea.’ He shades his eyes to study the clouds. ‘Reckon we might head home 
a bit early, but. Just in case.’  
Motoring back, Nathan gives Susan a turn at the tiller. Storm kneels in the 
bow, chin on arms, watching the town approach. Her silence envelops the boat like a 
fog; even the little girls are subdued. 
Just outside the creek mouth they pass a man in a tinny, casting a bait net on 
the shallow side of the bar. She recognises the old man from the creek. 
‘G’day Max!’ Nathan calls out.  
The man seems not to hear. He’s muttering to himself, moving his jaw. 
Something erratic in his movements as he gathers the net: he looks not at it but 
beyond it, then turns his head sharply as if someone at his shoulder has made a rude 
remark. 
‘Max! You alright, mate?’ calls Nathan. The old man’s brow creases 
momentarily, but he makes a flapping motion with his hand – go away – without 
turning from what seems to be a vivid argument with the air beside him. They pass 
close enough to hear him speaking loudly and emphatically, but although Susan can 
recognise individual words, she can’t glean the sense of his point.   
  ‘Does that man live on the island?’ 
‘Yeah,’ says Nathan. ‘Max. Well, that’s what everyone calls him. Mad Max.’ 
‘Hello? Sir?’ she calls over the sunset water. ‘We met a few days ago. Do you 
remember? My name’s Susan. What’s your name?’ 
‘You trying to do a mental state from a boat?’ Storm’s voice makes her jump. 
The old man ignores her completely. 
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‘Do you want me to bring her round?’ asks Nathan. She knows he’s trying to 
please her, smooth away the weird electricity lingering from earlier, cover for 
Storm’s jeering. 
‘No, don’t worry.’ Storm’s right; she’s being ridiculous. The man’s welfare is 
none of her business.  
 
* 
 
Long after midnight, Susan huddles with Caitlin on her bed in the van while the rain 
roars down. Strobing flashes of lightning, an enormous crack of thunder. Caitlin 
screams and buries her head in Susan’s chest. Susan holds her tighter, pressing lips to 
her hair. The wind shakes the caravan. 
She sees Max’s ramshackle hut among lashing trees, illuminated in the flash. 
A stronger gust of wind punches the van. She feels the squat metal legs on the 
windward side lift momentarily, lose touch with the sand. 
Susan bursts into the amenities block with her arms full of Caitlin, pillows 
and blankets already damp and her hair soaked from the brief dash through the rain. 
Scans for a dry corner to dump the bedding, to make a nest on the cold concrete 
floor.  
‘We’ll be safe here,’ she tells Caitlin. Not comfortable, but safe. 
She leans back against the besser-brick wall. The amenities block has the 
limestone smell of a cave. Caitlin, settling into her arms, closes her eyes again 
immediately. Thunder cracks; rain buffets the tin roof. Looking over the top of 
Caitlin’s head into the space, she wishes she could turn off the wash of fluorescent 
light. It’s going to be a long night.  
 
* 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
By nine the storm’s gone and the sun owns the bay. The tide’s on the turn, the 
causeway a long yellow bank of firm sand leading to the island. She leaves Caitlin at 
Maddy’s and goes with Sergeant Tom Spiller and Constable Simon Kirkham in the 
police four-wheel drive.  
‘Been here about ten years, I reckon,’ says the Sergeant. He’s still trying to 
persuade her to leave things as they are. 
‘Been through worse storms than last night’s,’ agrees the Constable. ‘That 
was a piddling little thing.’ 
‘Is he Aboriginal?’ 
‘Who knows? You’d a thought they’d take better care of him if he was,’ says 
the Sergeant. ‘But maybe he’s got no rellies.’ 
She looks out the window at the damp sand under the wheels. Driving along 
the beach that time with Mathieson felt precarious, but there’s something much more 
daunting about driving along the causeway. Something she never feels walking on it. 
She knows the tide won’t suddenly rush in from either side and swallow the vehicle, 
like Pharaoh’s army disappearing into the Red Sea – but she feels like it might.  
They leave the vehicle at the National Parks car park and move through the 
wallum, following a different track from the one she found before. Sunlight glistens 
on the wet leaves of tea-trees. Fresh branches and twigs, torn from the higher trees, 
litter the damp sand in front of Max’s hut. The hut itself looks relatively intact, apart 
from one bit of tarp flapping loose. The dome-shaped roof has allowed most of the 
twigs and seed-pods to slide off, making a little rim around the hut on the sand like a 
fringing reef round an atoll.  
She knows he’s there. The cops do too. Enough call-outs to silent houses in 
paint-peeling suburbs, concrete council flats and bridges in deserted parks, you 
develop the instinct for when you’re being watched. Where from. 
‘G’day mate,’ calls the Sergeant. ‘Could you step out here, please? It’s okay, 
don’t worry. The lady just wants a word with you.’  
They wait.  
The Sergeant glances at Susan. 
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‘Sir? It’s Susan. I was in a boat yesterday, on the creek. A sailing boat. I 
called out to you. Remember?’ 
Nothing moves in the clearing. The cicadas are loud in the silence. 
‘You’re not feeling very well, are you?’ she tries again. ‘I’d like to take you 
to see a doctor. I’d like to help you.’ 
Something moves: a bit of plastic or bark dropped back into place? Nothing 
on the outside looks any different. 
The Sergeant catches the Constable’s eye. The Constable turns to her, has a 
go at talking sense to the city woman. 
‘Missus, seriously, he’s been living here for years. He doesn’t hurt anyone. 
Better just to leave him be.’ 
‘This person is not capable of taking care of himself. He’s malnourished, his 
teeth are in a terrible state – god knows how much pain he must be in. He might have 
festering ulcers or foot problems or a broken bone, he might have been hurt in the 
storm...’ 
‘If he was hurt, he’d go to the doctor.’ 
‘The nearest doctor’s in Ellerton. How’s he going to get there, in his tinny?’ 
‘He’d tell someone,’ says the Constable.  
‘He wouldn’t. I promise you. He probably thinks everyone’s out to get him.’ 
The police officers stare at the ground, unconvinced. She’ll have to play her 
doctor card.  
‘We call this a neurotoxic state. The longer he stays this unwell, the more 
damage is being done to his brain. With proper treatment, he might recover 
significantly. He won’t want to go, but we never want to go for a vaccination or a 
dentist’s check-up, do we?’ Careful – don’t sound patronising. ‘He’s not in a 
headspace to make choices in his own best interests, and no-one’s looking out for 
him. So what, we all turn our backs and say he’s not our responsibility?’ 
That’s what they want to do. They shuffle. She brings into her voice all the 
conviction she can muster.  
‘Officers, this is exactly the situation the Emergency Examination Order was 
designed for. I know you’ve probably only ever used one when someone was in 
immediate danger. But it’s meant to be preventative. You’re supposed to use it to 
intervene before someone gets hurt.’  
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She knows at once that they’ve never executed an EEO at all. She’s now the 
voice of authority in professional territory that should be theirs. They turn resentfully 
back towards the hut. 
‘Mate, come on now,’ says the Constable. ‘You have to come with us. Just 
for a while. To see a doctor.’ 
‘You’ll be okay, the lady’s coming with us in the car. She’s a doctor too.’ 
The Constable glances sideways at Susan: for what it’s worth.  
Nothing.  
The young Constable’s getting impatient. ‘Come on mate, can’t wait here all 
day. We can take you with us by force if we have to. We don’t want to do that but. 
Just come out, eh?’ 
A whimper from inside the hut, and a burst of whispering. The Constable 
glances uneasily at the Sergeant, at Susan. 
‘He hasn’t got anyone else in there, has he?’ 
The Sergeant makes up his mind. ‘We can’t go in through the door. He might 
have a weapon.’  
The Constable goes to one side of the hut, the Sergeant to the other. On a nod, 
one pulls off a sheet of bark, the other a sheet of metal. The hut comes apart like a 
cooked crab carapace. Max lets out a moan and erupts from the ruins of his hut. He 
rushes at the Sergeant, who holds him easily by his thin upper arms. 
‘Steady on mate,’ says the Sergeant. The Constable clicks on handcuffs. 
‘Is that necessary, Constable?’ But it’s the Sergeant who answers, terse and 
unhappy.  
‘You want him to go to the hospital. He’s not exactly coming quietly, is he?’ 
‘It’s okay,’ she tries to tell Max. ‘It’s going to be okay...’ But he weeps and 
mutters. Up close she can see how emaciated he is, his skin scabbed and scarred like 
a jetty pylon. He shuffles head down between the officers back to the car park where 
they manhandle him, not ungently, into the cage. Susan sits in the back seat. Max 
hunches his shoulders in the corner, refuses to be drawn into conversation. The 
police aren’t talking to her either. It’ll be a long drive to Ellerton.  
 
* 
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The ED’s busier today. She flicks through a magazine, vaguely noting that one 
young pop star has been seen kissing another in a secluded corner of a trendy LA 
nightspot, and a middle-aged actress wore a semi-transparent dress to the Academy 
Awards ceremony. She’s always been flummoxed by these magazines: who in the 
world could possible care? 
The registrar glares at her coldly from the doorway. 
‘Dr Wilcox?’ 
She lays the magazine aside. 
The interview room is small and bare. The registrar sits on the other side of a 
table with a brown laminate top. 
‘I understand you’re not the gentleman’s treating professional?’ 
‘No.’ 
‘Are you related to him?’ 
‘No. I’m just a concerned citizen.’ Realising as she says it how old and fusty 
she sounds, like those women who ring schools to complain that students are not 
wearing their hats on the bus. 
‘I see.’ The registrar half-lifts the chart between her hands. ‘We’ve told him 
we’re not admitting him. He’s free to go.’ 
‘What?’ She can’t, absolutely can’t have heard right. In that condition? ‘You 
can’t honestly tell me you think he’s in good health.’ 
‘His physical health seems reasonably good. As far as we can tell.’ 
‘Did you examine him?’ 
‘To the extent he was willing.’ 
‘In other words, no. Did you do any investigations?’ 
‘I’m not able to give you details of his treatment…’ 
‘Don’t fob me off with patient confidentiality, I’m a referring doctor.’ 
‘You said you were a concerned citizen.’ 
The girl is more than bored and defensive, a registrar on rotation facing the 
still-technically-Director of Mental Health. She’s actively hostile. Susan wonders 
what they said about her after she left, that day with Storm. 
‘That gentleman is thought-disordered,’ she argues. ‘If not from a psychotic 
process, quite possibly from an organic one.’  
‘Maybe. It doesn’t mean he belongs in hospital. Look at all the deaf people 
who were locked up in asylums last century because they couldn’t communicate. 
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Why must we try to control people just because they don’t fit our definition of 
normal?’  
Lecturing? The girl can’t be over twenty-five.  
‘So have you arranged anything else? Assertive case management? Will 
someone visit him?’ 
The registrar actually sighs. ‘Dr Wilcox, this is a small rural hospital. The 
community team here can’t even do extended hours, let alone assertive case 
management. We don’t have the facilities to hold onto people who don’t want to be 
held. We don’t have the staff to visit people living on islands to make sure they take 
their medication. I’ve assessed the case relative to our resources and we can’t take 
him on. We’d only be raising expectations we can’t meet.’ 
‘Then transfer him to the city. This man is a citizen of the state. He has a right 
to treatment by the state Health Department: he shouldn’t be disadvantaged by where 
he lives.’  
‘He has a right to refuse treatment.’ 
‘Informed refusal of treatment is one thing – it’s not this. He can’t understand 
what he’s refusing. To use an old-fashioned phrase, he’s not in his right mind. This is 
what the Mental Health Act is for.’ She can feel herself getting agitated. Not anxious. 
Angry.  
The registrar looks like a netball player steadying herself for a shot. ‘Dr 
Wilcox, all due respect, you seem to be having some boundary issues. Why are you 
so keen to lock this poor man up?’ Her eyes bore into Susan’s. ‘Are you trying to 
make up for the one that got away?’ 
She gapes, tries to formulate something polite and devastating but instead – 
shockingly – channels her dad. ‘Boundary issues my bloody aunt Fanny! What I’m 
seeing here is gatekeeping. Do you call this consumer-focussed care?’ 
‘It doesn’t matter what I call it,’ says the registrar, standing abruptly, drawing 
herself up to full height though that’s not much. ‘I call that kind of language verbal 
assault, and you should know the Department has a zero tolerance policy. I must ask 
you to leave the premises.’  
Fuck. That’s where pushing back gets you – letting your guard down, putting 
yourself in the wrong. A childish mistake. She tries to salvage the upper hand. 
‘Who’s the consultant?’ Brusque. 
236 
 
‘Dr Kevin Long. Call him if you want. I’ve already discussed the case with 
him, and he agrees with my decision.’ 
She turns the desk phone toward Susan in sarcastic invitation. No point 
wrangling with Kevin Long in front of his deputy: it would be undignified, and 
fruitless, and she can’t afford to lose any more face. Pick your battles. 
But it’s only when she reaches the waiting room that righteous anger 
evaporates. How could she have failed to realise that Max, told he could go, would 
go, would not put his trust in the police for a lift home? There’s no sign of him. She 
rides back to Stillwater with the chatty local cabbie, watching for Max all along the 
road, but he’s vanished like a crab in the sand. 
Later, with the sun below the tree-line, she wades across the causeway on the 
falling tide and finds his camp empty. The hut is rubble, silent and sad in the 
lengthening shadows of the trees: a pile of bark and jetsam that could never have 
sheltered anyone.  
She thought she could help. The clearing doesn’t mock her; it’s just empty. 
The place where he felt safe.  
 
* 
 
‘A journo rang,’ says Storm. ‘Paul Harding from World Tonight.’ She passes crayons 
across the dining table to Caitlin, and eyes Susan curiously. ‘Something about you 
trying to get a patient into Ellerton Hospital. Did you really use abusive language to a 
registrar?’ 
The World Tonight. She feels herself sway. Puts out a hand to grasp the table 
but misses it and stumbles. Storm’s beside her, helping her to a chair. 
‘Doc?’ 
She mumbles something. 
Storm’s saying something about Caitlin and a sleepover, the little girls are 
clapping, but none of it really registers. She thought the tide of numb exhaustion had 
retreated; now it’s rolling back in with a vengeance. There’s some Valium in her 
toiletries bag. She won’t argue with it tonight.   
 
* 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
‘They’re saying you’re dead.’ 
The word reverberates in her mind for a while: Dead… dead. An intriguing 
concept. She can’t quite remember just at the moment what this word means. 
‘Susan? Hello?’ A note of panic behind Brendan’s anger. A vague association 
with gangsters touches one edge of her mind like a butterfly’s wing. You’re dead. 
You’re dead meat, bud. 
‘What time is it?’ The van’s in deep darkness that seems a continuation of 
sleep: the jangly ringtone had to dive fathoms down to find her and drag her to the 
surface. It’s possible she’s still down there, dreaming. 
‘I don’t know: nearly midnight. It’s on the news. That you’re dead.’  
‘I’m not dead.’  
‘Well, obviously.’  
Why obviously? She could be dead. She remembers what it means now. Not 
obviously, obviously, or he wouldn’t sound angry, he wouldn’t have been afraid. 
He’s saying something else but she doesn’t attempt to follow him. Meaning 
thunders past like a freight train she could run after and jump aboard. She doesn’t 
really want to. It’s not her train – she could just let it recede into the distance. The 
word Brendan said. Where it might take her.  
‘Susan!’ 
He wants her to catch the train. She pushes hair off her face, adjusts the 
pillow and tries to focus.  
‘Brendan – ’ 
‘Michael Girard rang, asking if you were okay. Apparently there was 
something on the radio. So I Googled you. Have you got your laptop?’ 
‘No, I’m on gardening leave. What’d I die of?’ 
‘It’s not a joke, Susan.’ 
Of course it’s a joke. Somebody’s.  
‘They’re saying you committed suicide.’  
‘Oh.’ That makes sense. 
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There’s a patness, an inevitability, that settles through the Valium fog and is 
strangely satisfying. Has she committed suicide? Maybe. Of course she’s thought 
about it. Has she committed suicide and forgotten doing it, so now she’s lying here in 
the van as a ghost, talking to Brendan on the phone… Or only thinking she’s 
talking… 
‘Susan? Are you there?’ 
That’s the question, isn’t it? She runs her fingernails gently up her forearm. 
‘I’m here.’ It seems the truth, but she’s not sure she can trust it. Does it matter 
so much anyway? 
‘Sue, you sound completely spaced out.’  
‘I don’t like Sue’. Sue Blue. True Blue. Spaced out like a space man, spread 
out, too many spaces between her thoughts. Between her parts. Her mind like a Swiss 
cheese, full of holes, yawning voids, valleys between volcanoes. Apparently she’s 
dead. Good for her. She feels her eyes falling shut. 
‘Oh yes, I’m spaced out. I took something. I need to sleep.’ 
‘What did you take?’ 
‘Just Valium. I’ll call you in the morning.’ 
‘Susan…’ 
But she presses the off button and holds it down. Now the phone’s a little box 
of darkness, a void, a silence, a locked door. No-one can come through it. 
She sleeps, wakes around dawn with a confused sense of having heard 
knocking, someone calling her name. Maybe some time ago? She listens. The silence 
is weighty – sounds come from outside but don’t disturb the pool of silence 
contained by the canvas walls. The wash of waves on the front, the soft crunch of 
tires on gravel she hears remotely, as if a bird flew over a pool without touching the 
water. She is deep below the surface, breathing the murky light. She remembers. 
She’s dead. It’s a calm thought: dead is the ultimate safe place. Nothing to fear 
because nothing can happen.  
She wakes again with the sun well up, from dreams that leave a perfume as 
they depart, no images but feelings complex, subtle, impossible to classify. Not 
unpleasant. She remembers she’s dead, knows she’s not, feels hungry, wonders what 
on earth Brendan was talking about. It seems a long time ago.  
While she fills the kettle for tea she presses the button to switch on the mobile 
phone, thumbs in her passkey. The phone sings its inane turning-on song (‘Ning ning 
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ning, ning, ning!’) For a moment it sits quiescent on the laminex benchtop as the 
kettle boils. Then the double beeps begin.  
One, two, three… while putting the teabag in the cup she loses count. It’s true 
then. She’s committed suicide. People ringing for the ghastly thrill of her not 
answering; hearing her recorded voice from beyond the grave. She pours water, 
spoons in sugar, adds milk, stirs, and the beeps continue. People with her personal 
number: colleagues she calls friends. Nice that so many care. Unless the messages 
are all from Brendan. When the beeps stop, around ten or so, she’s both relieved and 
a little disappointed – apparently she’s reached the limit, the outer boundary of 
people who want to know whether, in Mark Twain’s words, rumours of her death 
have been greatly exaggerated.  
She sips her tea, pours cereal into a red plastic bowl, puts off engaging with the 
phone. It’s such a relief to be dead, she’ll enjoy it a little longer. She slices a banana 
over the cornflakes, pours milk, puts the milk back in the fridge, sits down at the 
table to eat, looks out through the plastic window at the trees and the glimpse of 
creek beyond. The phone rings. She ignores it. After four rings there’s a long charged 
silence. She wonders idly who’s leaving the message. The cornflakes taste so fresh; 
she enjoys the contrast between their hard crunch and the smooth, cool, insinuating 
milk. The phone lets out a long, conclusive beep. She reaches for it and presses the 
off button again. The living can wait. 
 
* 
 
‘Mummy!’  
She envelopes Caitlin in a hug, but is only tolerated long enough for a cursory 
squeeze – Caitlin wants to talk, not cuddle. While she recounts all the exciting events 
of the night and early morning Maddy appears, looking troubled.  
‘Have some pawpaw,’ she says, gesturing to a plate on the table still boasting a 
number of fat orange slices. Susan takes one and bites into the sweet flesh. It melts 
between her teeth and over her tongue. 
‘Thanks so much for having Caitlin,’ she says through the sweetness. 
‘No worries.’  
‘Could I check something on your computer?’  
Maddy doesn’t meet her eye. ‘Sure.’ 
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She washes her hands at the sink, dries them on a tea towel, follows Maddy 
down the corridor to the studio. The computer’s on. She types ‘Susan Wilcox’. The 
first topic Google offers is ‘susan wilcox death’.  
The Ellerton Chronicle and the city’s Post Courier carry the same story, with a 
joint byline – Paul Harding and Jerry White in the Post, names reversed in the 
Chronicle. Under the headline is a photograph of her car parked next to the caravan – 
annexe firmly fastened, all the blinds down. No tree shadows, just an overall dimness 
about the light that seems foreboding – dawn, or dusk? The knocking she maybe-
heard first thing this morning? Or was this taken yesterday evening, while she was 
still at Maddy’s? If he’d hung around long enough he’d have seen her come back – 
though that was quite late; she remembers staying for dinner, later wandering 
aimlessly through the tea-tree country behind the lake for a while, semi-consciously 
moving away from the island and the scene of her spectacular… what? Folly? Evil? 
She meant no evil. 
She’s tangentially pleased to note the suicide-reporting guidelines have at least 
kept the cause of death out of the headline, but the journalists have made the most of 
what they’ve got. ‘In an ironic twist of fate, embattled former Director of Mental 
Health Susan Wilcox has apparently taken her own life following an unsuccessful 
attempt to hospitalise a patient. At least one eye-witness reports seeing Wilcox 
plunge into the Blowhole, a crevasse already notorious for numerous deaths. 
Wilcox’s body has not been recovered. A source close to Wilcox, who did not wish 
to be named, said the disgraced psychiatrist had become increasingly depressed since 
being implicated in the death of four year-old Tyla Aspinall last month. ‘Her 
professional identity was very important to her,’ states the witness. ‘The hospital 
refusing to listen to her was the last straw.’ Wilcox’s caravan remained deserted 
early this morning. Local police refused to comment on Dr Wilcox’s death, or the 
whereabouts of the unnamed male patient.’   
She sits back in Maddy’s office chair. Maddy’s hovering in the doorway; 
turning, she sees Storm there as well.   
‘Why?’   
‘Paul Harding’s a fuckwit,’ mutters Storm.   
‘But why?’ 
‘I thought…’ The girl looks slightly sick. ‘I thought it’d make him feel bad. 
For hounding you.’ 
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The adolescent death fantasy – I might die, and then you’ll be sorry! Projected 
onto Susan.  
It’s oddly touching. She’d thought it was anger – Storm taking belated revenge 
for her dad’s death, spurred by Nathan’s hurt and perhaps Max’s dispossession. 
She’d been dimly aware this brutal hoax that would hurt terribly later, when she was 
able to comprehend it. Now that whole scenario evaporates. 
‘They don’t really think it was your fault,’ Storm defends herself. ‘The Tyla 
thing. They’re just telling the story the way it’ll sell, not the way it is.’ 
‘They’re journalists.’ 
‘That’s not journalism, it’s fiction!’ Storm’s shouting, her face skewed with 
rage. ‘They should know the difference!’  
Interesting – she should have a welter of thoughts hammering on the doors of 
her mind. Instead there’s just the sunlit calm of Maddy’s room, Maddy standing 
against the wall and herself sitting very still, everything giving space to Storm’s 
outraged sense of justice.  
‘I mean,’ says Storm, ‘He gets one anonymous phone call – ’ 
‘When?’ 
‘What?’ 
‘When did you call Paul Harding?’ 
‘While you were here last night. He must have got straight onto Jerry White at 
the Chronicle to do the snooping and take the photo – same company owns both 
papers. Saw them swapping business cards the day of the demo.’ 
‘You must have been convincing,’ Maddy says drily.   
‘I’m a bloody good actor. Sometimes I’ve had to be. And it rings true, the way 
the doc mopes around down the beach. I bet if he asked anyone, “Is it true Susan 
Wilcox’s committed suicide?” they’d say, “Wouldn’t surprise me”.’ 
Everyone knows her? But of course, if not from the coverage of Tyla then 
certainly from Maddy’s demo. Kindness or disgust makes them maintain the 
pretence of anonymity on the beach, in the café, in the shop.  
‘But Storm, it hasn’t made him feel bad,’ says Maddy. ‘It’s just given him 
another bone to chew on. A juicy one.’  
Storm jerks her head. ‘He’s a fuckwit,’ she reiterates impatiently. ‘It’s going 
to make other people think twice. Like when that bloke died who was leader of the 
opposition, the PM said all those nice things about him at his funeral. After the 
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names they used to call each other! He was out of the game so now people could 
drop the act and treat him like a person. Like you, Doc – you’re just a character in 
the story the journos have made up, but if you die people will wake up to themselves. 
They’ll be – sad.’ 
‘What happens when they find out I’m alive? They’ve been tricked – they’ll 
be even more pissed off than before.’ But it’s like arguing with a child. 
‘Yeah but you didn’t do it, I did.’ 
‘How’s anyone going to know that?’ Her brain’s starting to function again. 
‘They’ll think I faked my own death.’ 
‘What for? Nah, it’ll be obvious – the journo went off half-cocked. They’ll 
have been stopped in their tracks for a minute. Give ‘em time to think.’ 
This can’t really be happening. She can’t be sitting in this sunny room full of 
the quiet sound of waves, grappling with what to do about the world thinking she’s 
dead.  
She looks at Maddy, about to frame some kind of question – What do I do 
now? sounds revoltingly helpless – but Storm leans forward and hits the Refresh 
button on the Post article. She’d forgotten about Comments till Storm scrolls down 
and reveals them.  
It’s not yet mid-morning, but the Comments already run to three screens. She 
had no idea so many people would be interested. She should stand up and walk away, 
just as actors should refrain from reading their reviews. But she’s mesmerized, 
reading along with Storm, as the hair begins to prickle over her skull and her face 
grows hotter and hotter.  
Most of the comments are only a sentence or two, but they range from ‘R.I.P’ 
to ‘Good riddance’, from self-righteous screeds about stress and suicide to vitriolic 
rants on mental health treatment and hospitalisation.  
‘You’ve certainly stirred up debate, Storm,’ says Maddy. ‘If you can call it 
that.’  
The worst are very brief, and say much the same thing:  
‘Finely poor little Tyla has justace’. Storm looks as if someone’s hit her from 
behind. 
Through the house comes the sound of knocking. ‘Hallo? Anyone home?’ 
‘Oh, what does he want?’ Maddy says crossly, going. 
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She should check her phone. She must at least let the nursing home know it’s 
a hoax, before they start trying to explain her death to Dad. Absently she clicks a link 
on the right-hand side of the screen: ‘Former colleague tells of troubled mind’. 
Lenny Edwards from the nurses’ union – the man has an opinion on 
everything. 
‘People think anxiety’s a mood, an emotion, something in your mind.’ He’s 
enjoying himself, as always, in the role of expert – haranguing the camera. 
‘Anxiety’s physical. You can’t take a blood test from someone who’s anxious: the 
veins close up. What we call stress is chronic anxiety. Imagine what that’s doing to 
your organs – never having your blood flowing normally through the body, feeding 
what it’s meant to, carrying shit away. ‘Scuse language. Stress is a genuine health 
issue. Which is why nurses oughta get paid a lot more than they do. Dr Wilcox was a 
highly stressed person, and recent stressors would of pushed that even higher. She’d 
have been like a kettle coming to the boil, nowhere for the steam to go – guess she 
just blew apart.’ 
Director of Mental Health as tea kettle. Thanks for that, Len. 
Maddy reappears in the doorway, looking harassed. 
‘Susan, you’d better come.’  
‘What now?’ 
Storm actually takes her elbow as she stands – does she look that shaky? A 
touch of postural hypertension – her head swims a bit as she goes through the door. 
But – it occurs to her – no asthma. 
The living room is full of people. Mathieson and Alryn are there, Alryn 
holding a casserole dish – a casserole? They look concerned and shocked and very 
silly. 
The Sergeant and the Constable are there, in uniform, looking nonplussed. 
Dyan’s there, leaning against the wall by the window, her face hard to read. 
And… 
‘Brendan?’  
She hasn’t thought for a moment he’d come all this way. He looks ridiculous 
here, out of place. His face is yellowish, his hair sticks out in every direction, he 
hasn’t shaved. 
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‘You’re a popular girl, now you’re dead,’ sneers Dyan. ‘All kinds of blokes 
wandering round town looking for you.’ Now she can interpret the expression on 
Dyan’s face: a kind of dark glee.  
The Sergeant steps forward with an official-looking envelope. 
‘Susan Patricia Wilcox?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘You are summoned to appear at a Royal Commission of Enquiry into 
Circumstances Surrounding the Death of Tyla Rihanna Aspinall.’ She can hear the 
capitals. He hands her the envelope and she takes it mechanically. Storm hovering 
uncertainly in the hall. Maddy with her hands squeezed together. Everyone looking 
at Susan, waiting for her to speak. 
She begins to laugh. She can’t help it. The more they stare, the harder she 
laughs. 
‘Susan,’ says Maddy. 
‘Doc,’ says Storm at the same time. Brendan half-opens his mouth.  
She strides through them all, out the door into the sun, heading for the island. 
For the rock pool.  
 
* 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
‘How come you have to attend the first day?’ There’s egg-yolk on Brendan’s lips. 
‘Thought there’d be a lot of formalities first up.’ Now he’s here, he’s recovered from 
her presumed death quicker than expected. He sees Storm’s attempted intervention in 
the light of a prank; before long he’ll be calculating the potential profits from suing 
the broadcasters. For the moment, though, he’s preoccupied by the Commission. 
‘I guess they want to get straight into it.’ The café’s almost deserted: still a bit 
early for lunch. Caitlin’s gone to the beach with Storm and the others. She sips her 
coffee and can’t taste it. ‘The Commissioner’s been ordered to report by the end of 
the year. No mucking around.’ 
Too strange, him being here. Brendan and Stillwater don’t belong together. 
She’d thought she wanted him to come; she’d been disappointed when he refused. 
What was she thinking?   
‘We’ll have to go back tomorrow,’ he says through a mouthful of toast. She 
hates the way he chews with his mouth open. ‘Give us time to meet with the lawyer 
before Monday.’   
‘You know they won’t let you into the hearings. Only people who are making 
a submission.’  
‘Do you want me to make a submission? Character witness.’  
She forces a smile. ‘Thanks.’ 
‘They seem to let any crazy in to have their say. Public interest.’  
‘Let’s see what the lawyer says.’  
She picks up her toast, puts it down again. 
A shadow over the table: Mathieson’s gold-toothed smile against the sun. 
‘Good to see you eating. That’s a healthy sign in a dead person.’  
She smiles briefly. Brendan and Mathieson are two more things that don’t go 
together. She feels nauseous: there’s a kind of rocking to the universe, like when you 
bring the positive poles of two bar magnets together and try to make them touch. 
Molecules push back, things turn aside. 
‘Terry Mathieson, my husband Brendan Moore.’ 
‘We met earlier. How do you like Stillwater?’ 
‘It’s great,’ says Brendan with energy. ‘I can see why Susan likes it here.’  
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She looks at the expanse of sky, the tops of the blue gums glittering in the 
sun. Down on the beach, the incoming tide leaves a faint tracery of foam and raised 
sand with every wave, each lacy artwork erased by the next wave inching slowly up 
the beach. Out to sea, the island’s green bulk looks invitingly close, and she can see 
several white boats heading out – picnickers, fishermen. If only she had a boat.   
Mathieson winks. ‘Thing about the Net, Susan, you barely get fifteen minutes 
of fame. By tonight the news’ll be some affair in Hollywood or a leaked email in 
Canberra.’   
She can’t help but feel grateful. Why didn’t Brendan think to say something 
like that? 
Mathieson gestures at the seat next to Brendan, who waves him into it. ‘I 
think I’ve met your stepfather. Alan, is it?’ 
‘That’s right.’ Brendan wipes his lips. ‘Where’d you meet him?’ 
‘One of those finance breakfasts. They blur into one another – all suits and 
smoked salmon in rooms with no view. Hey, tell you what.’ He touches the back of 
her hand. ‘We should have a farewell dinner for you, Susan. Wish you luck in the 
Commission. My shout. Here, tonight?’  
Brendan sits up: he’s always unashamedly happy to accept free food and 
drink. ‘That’s very nice of you.’  
She must fight back. ‘No, really Terry, it is nice of you but it’s quite 
unnecessary – ’ 
He waves a hand. ‘Just a small gathering of friends. You two, Alryn, me, say 
Stuart, Maddy, Dyan… We’re all practically family now, aren’t we?’  
She thinks Maddy would have an apoplexy at the idea of being in 
Mathieson’s family, but he gives her no chance to demur. He’s talking to Brendan, 
outlining the development. Brendan looks interested. He likes new buildings and 
grand plans, is drawn to prosperity like a squid to light. As she thinks this, she 
realises it doesn’t sound endearing. But it’s true.  
Someone leans in to take her plate, clashing the cutlery. Dyan.  
‘Isn’t this nice?’ Dyan sneers. She raises her voice. ‘Check this out, Mad – 
your BFF’s hanging with Mathieson now.’  
Maddy’s standing in the cool dimness just inside the café, watching. At 
Dyan’s taunt, she withdraws.  
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‘Natalie reckons she’s not going to uni, now.’ Dyan brings her face close to 
Susan’s, looking like she wants to shove her out of the chair, send her sprawling on 
the boards. ‘Because of you. You and those bloody journos. Tyla, Natalie, poor 
bloody Max – how many people’s lives can you fuck up?’ 
‘Steady on,’ says Brendan.  
‘Make me,’ says Dyan, tossing her hair. 
Susan pushes her chair back, stands, heads inside. Leaves Brendan blustering, 
Mathieson hiding what might be a smile. 
Maddy’s walking away down the corridor, towards her own house. ‘Maddy.’ 
Maddy turns. ‘Dyan’s just trouble-making,’ she says. But there’s a coolness 
in her tone that’s never been there before. She’s already turning to leave. 
‘I didn’t ask him to join us,’ Susan begins, already babbling, desperate to 
reassure Maddy, not to lose her.  
‘Don’t worry about it.’  
‘I am worried about it. I’m not – collaborating with him.’  
Maddy stops then, turns and looks at her properly. ‘You’re shaking.’  
She is shaking. Her breath is shallow, seaweedy. 
Maddy tilts her head to one side. ‘Yoga?’ Susan shakes her head. ‘Massage,’ 
says Maddy.  
It’s an offer like a sacrament, so generous it takes her breath away. 
 
* 
 
Naked on the massage table, a towel across her hips. Maddy has lit beeswax candles 
and dropped lavender oil into the burner on the window-sill. The door’s locked 
against Dyan but the curtains are open to the sun. Soft guitar music mists the air.  
‘Massage is like yoga, only someone else does the work,’ says Maddy, 
leaning on her palms and sliding them slowly up either side of Susan’s spine. ‘Relax 
and be in the moment. Let everything else go.’ 
Maddy’s hands are like waves, rolling up from the base of her spine one after 
the other in long slow implacable currents, washing back along her ribs and waist to 
begin again. Waves of energy. She feels the weight and strength of Maddy’s body, 
transferred through shoulders and arms into hands, flowing into her own body. 
Maddy’s hands rolling round her deltoids, up her neck, thumbs tracing the vertebrae 
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into the base of her skull. How can Maddy tell where the muscles end and the skull 
begins? It’s all hard through the skin there. But something is shifting and moving, 
softening, melting. It feels like lying in the sun. She thought she’d habituate quickly 
to the smell of the lavender oil but she smells it now, a warm fragrance like sun on 
dusty green and purple bushes.  
Something the sun’s doing with the oil burner – making movement flicker on 
the red cushion under the window. It could be a faint shadow of smoke from the 
candle, or sunlight rippling through the heat shimmer above the flame. Or through 
the water itself, agitating slightly in its glass bowl as the candle heats its molecules, 
making it yield the fume of lavender. Whatever’s causing it, she finds herself 
entranced by the vision – shadow, reflection – that bubbles and spills like water in a 
fountain, soars like smoke, so faint and insubstantial. She forgets to blink, forgets 
everything. 
Her body is an island. Maddy’s hands caress the hills of her muscles, the 
ridges of her shoulder-blades; her spine runs like a watercourse straight down the 
contour of her body. Water would pool in her lower back: a billabong behind the 
sand-dunes of her buttocks, trapped before it reaches the sea. Water finds its own 
level, its own course – blocked, it seeps through the sand and runs underground. 
There’s a creek on the island that’s rumoured to originate on the mainland – an ice-
cold, fast-running stream they say runs under the Passage before bubbling out on the 
island, finally racing down through ocean-side sand to the sea. She imagines its 
journey like the curving flight of a bird, the movement of a dolphin arcing through 
the water.  
‘You want to turn over?’ asks Maddy.  
She turns, a little awkwardly, and Maddy adjusts the towel over her pelvis.  
‘What it’s like,’ she tells Maddy, ‘is like, I was travelling along the highway, 
at the usual kind of speed, knowing where I was and where I was going – and 
suddenly there was a brick wall across the road, and I crashed straight into it.’  
‘Mm-hmm,’ says Maddy, who’s started at her feet. Working her toes.  
‘And now I’m sitting with my back against the wall, and I can’t go on. It’s 
not even a cross-roads. People keep talking about other paths but they must run 
parallel, or start somewhere else – I can’t see any that join this road. I can’t go back, 
I can’t go on, and there’s no other way.’  
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‘Did you ever do that thing at school? The Game of Life? There’s a wall in 
that. Too high to go over, too low to go under, too far to go around.’  
‘I remember. The wall represents death.’ 
‘What did you do when you came to the wall?’ 
‘What I’m doing now. Sat down with my back against it, looking back the 
way I came.’ 
Maddy’s cradling her left ankle, rolling it gently in circles. It’s a delicate 
sensation, her ankle in Maddy’s fingers – almost nothing but the membranes of their 
skins separating their bones. Susan’s ankle bones, Maddy’s fingerbones. For a 
moment she imagines them as two skeletons: bone hand tenderly holding bone foot. 
 ‘Don’t you think you’ve got trapped in your own metaphor?’ says Maddy, 
now kneading gently with her thumbs the muscles either side of the shin. ‘You’re 
only on a road if you say so. Why can’t you be at sea?’ 
‘All at sea,’ Susan agrees. 
‘In a boat, on the open sea. No roads. You can go anywhere you choose.’  
She tries to imagine that – freedom – but it doesn’t feel like freedom, just 
lostness. The empty ocean, no land in sight.  
But of course, she’s not in a boat, a moment ago she was the island. That’s 
why there’s no land in sight. She is the land, a consciousness lying in the waves. 
Breathing, like a whale… 
Eyes closed, she can hear the guitar notes and smell the warm scent of 
lavender, and Maddy’s hands are warm against her skin, under the towel, rolling the 
big muscle of her thigh smoothly back and forth. Maddy’s hands on her hipbones, on 
the gunwales – she’s a boat after all. Maddy’s forearms along her ribs, like the round 
ribs of a boat, coming together at the prow. And Maddy’s lips on hers, soft, vital, like 
the kiss of a wave on the shore. 
 
* 
 
Brendan builds a sandcastle on the front beach with Caitlin. He seems amused, 
throwing himself into it like someone good-naturedly dressing up for a Halloween 
party. As far as she knows, it’s only the third sandcastle of his life.   
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Now he seems to be watching himself side-long, grinning at his own antics. 
Building ephemeral fantasies to delight his little girl. Being the image of a good 
father.  
She tries to shut out the vision that comes next: Tyla playing on the beach 
with her father, or her mother. The kind who builds sandcastles, or the kind who 
jumps on them? The kind who catches one tiny crab and carries it round in her 
sandbucket, showing it to everyone, even random strangers passing along the beach? 
The kind who shouts, trying to organise other kids to play a game? Or runs into the 
sea without waiting for her parents? A four year old girl: roughly the same 
developmental skills as Caitlin, the vocabulary and sentence structures, but who was 
she? Still only a note in a chart, a single birthday photograph. 
It’s mad, asking exactly what the world lost when Tyla died. Loss is never 
finite; it has no boundaries; it just bleeds into all the others.  
 
* 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
A stiff breeze straight off the sea, ripping cloths from the veranda tables and sending 
cutlery clattering, forces the party inside. Everyone’s here, sparkling like the racks of 
glasses upside-down over the bar: Maddy, Dyan and Storm, Mathieson and Alryn, 
Susan and Brendan. Only Nathan’s missing, sailing in the wind’s teeth off the coast 
somewhere between here and Hobart. Post Office Alice is minding the children in 
Maddy’s house. Stuart’s hovering, serving the party himself.  
 Mathieson at his most expansive, with a gold pin in his tie. He takes Maddy’s 
hand in both of his and kisses her turned cheek. He claps Brendan on the shoulder. 
He goes to kiss Susan on the lips but she turns her head like Maddy and he gets the 
spot beside the corner of her mouth. He presses a glass of wine on Dyan, who 
simpers. 
 ‘Thank you so much for coming,’ says Alryn, red lips precisely matching her 
earrings and her evening gown, deepening her dark hair and eyes. Alryn’s the kind 
who puts as much effort into dressing for dinner in a seaside café as she would to 
accept an Academy Award. Her mouth smiles; her eyes spit. 
Alryn sweeps her to a seat at a long table. Mathieson’s at the head, with 
Susan on his right facing Alryn. It makes her uncomfortable. Dyan looks grimly 
pleased to be seated across from Brendan, leaving Maddy at the foot of the table, 
facing Mathieson along its length, her back to the sea. It’s wrong, it’s all wrong – bad 
feng shui? Perhaps Storm thinks so too, hunched in her jumper, silent and distant. 
Maddy seems placed at a disadvantage, isolated. She’d like to sit beside her, but it’s 
Mathieson’s party. 
He smiles and chats like a godfather all through entrees and mains. He talks 
about current affairs, compliments all the women, draws Brendan and Stuart into that 
peculiarly masculine semi-competitive joke-telling that carves out its own space in 
the conversation. Susan can never remember jokes. Maddy’s picking at her vegetable 
cannelloni. Storm’s neither eating nor drinking. Dyan, on her fourth glass of wine, 
laughs immoderately at everything. 
 A fork against a glass – clink clink clink – and Mathieson rises. ‘I suppose 
you’re wondering why I’ve called you all here tonight,’ he begins, miming holding a 
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pipe like a whodunit detective and twinkling. Dyan smiles back, though Susan’s 
certain she doesn’t get the joke. Brendan says, ‘Not particularly!’ too loud, expecting 
laughter. Dyan giggles obligingly.  
 ‘Firstly, of course, we’re here to wish Susan and Brendan bon voyage.’ He 
raises his glass. ‘We’ll miss you, Susan. Good luck slaying the dragons back in the 
big city.’  
 ‘Hear hear,’ says Stuart. Dyan yawns ostentatiously. Mathieson swigs his 
wine, and Brendan – belated recognising a toast – follows suit. Alryn and Maddy sip. 
Mathieson’s eyes are still on Susan. She inclines her head idiotically, like a duchess. 
Can’t think what else to do.  
 He expects a better response – a speech? She nods again. She wants everyone 
to go back to eating. Mathieson’s gaze is like a spotlight they’re all compelled to 
follow.  
‘We’ve bought you a little present, to remember us by.’ He nods at Alryn, 
who steps forward on cue and offers a parcel wrapped in shiny gold paper, with a 
ribbon.  
It’s about the size of a book. She wonders for a moment if it’s a self-help 
book: Mathieson still trying to colonize her with his views of the brain; convert her, 
invest in her. Even as she’s thinking this is probably unfair, when his attempts to help 
might spring from a purely generous impulse, she gets the wrapping off and sees it’s 
not a book. It’s an electronic photo-frame. 
Not something trying to make its way in to her. A means of reflection. A 
mirror. 
She looks up and sees that Maddy is angry. Who is Mathieson to give 
farewell gifts on their behalf? Clearly no collection’s been taken up.  
‘Thank you,’ says Susan, not knowing what else to say. ‘That’s very kind of 
you, Terry. Alryn. Everybody.’  
 He seems to realise that’s all she’s got. He glances away, towards the dark 
ocean beyond the Esplanade. 
‘And secondly, because I want you lovely people to be the first to hear. The 
Minister has given final approval for Paradise Shores.’ He punches the air. ‘Full 
steam ahead, Stillwater!’  
 Fuck. 
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Maddy’s had no warning; it seems to take an age for her to hear, understand, 
stiffen. Everyone except Mathieson is looking at her as she stands. She throws her 
napkin down on the chair and heads for the door, lurching a little, groping for a 
chair-back. Susan doesn’t realise she’s on her feet herself, until she’s passing 
Mathieson.  
 ‘Why?’ she hears her own voice asking. ‘Why like this?’ 
 But she doesn’t wait for the answer as he smiles and raises his glass. ‘Drinks 
all round!’ he’s saying as she slides past Brendan and Dyan, both looking fuddled, 
and follows Maddy through the banging door she hasn’t bothered to close. 
 
* 
 
Susan hurries. Catches up with Maddy crossing the Esplanade towards the beach; the 
wind’s holding her back, whipping back her hair. 
‘Maddy!’ She has to shout over the wind. 
 Maddy doesn’t turn or slow down, but her voice travels back. ‘Did you 
know?’  
 ‘No.’ 
 ‘Bullshit.’ 
 ‘I didn’t. I swear.’  
 ‘Bastard’s spent every minute today cosying up to you and Brendan. Why is 
that? Are you millionaires or something?’ 
 ‘No, we’re honestly not.’ But a thought stirs. 
 On the beach Maddy turns left. The tide’s just past full: there’s only a fine 
margin of hard sand to walk along, and it’s still wet. Susan reaches down and slips 
off her heels on the move – one, hop, two – the gale plastering her dress to her legs. 
She knows she looks ridiculous, wind-blasted and wrong-footed, following Maddy 
along the beach in the dark, unable to catch up.  
 
* 
 
She couldn’t catch up with Astrid. Astrid had slept in a separate room; hadn’t come 
to breakfast. Susan managed to get herself sent on an errand to the office and 
hovered as long as she dared before going back to English Literature. She’d reached 
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the end of the corridor and looked back one last time, to see Astrid following her dad 
with her suitcase towards the front doors. He was a small man in grey shorts and a 
grey work shirt, who walked with his head hunched between his shoulder-blades. 
 ‘Astrid!’ Beginning to run. But Astrid walked out the doors without a 
backward glance and Susan stopped on the threshold, not brave enough to follow her 
down the path, turn her round, make her listen. She stood staring, trying to force 
herself to follow before Astrid walked out of her life forever. It was before mobiles 
and Facebook and Instagram, and they’d never exchanged addresses. Could she send 
a letter to Persephone Downs, Out West? She stood gazing at the gate after Astrid 
had vanished, until she felt a hand on her shoulder.  
 ‘Come, Susan,’ said Miss James. She led Susan into her office. It was winter: 
there was a fire in the fireplace. She sat in the same tapestry armchair as before, 
feeling numb.  
 ‘Is Astrid going back to Persephone Downs?’ she asked, still with some hazy 
idea of writing, apologising, reconciling.  
Miss James looked perplexed. ‘Where?’ 
‘Her parents’ property. She’s got a bunch of little brothers and sisters who 
don’t go to school yet.’  
Miss James shook her head. ‘I’m afraid Astrid’s been telling you fairy tales, 
Susan. Astrid lived alone with her father before she came here. Her mother left the 
family when Astrid was small. Her father felt she would be better off growing up in a 
school environment, with other girls.’ 
‘But he’s a grazier?’ 
‘He’s a fisherman with the prawn trawlers out of Port Lucas.’  
All those holidays, all those years envying Astrid her family. Believing she 
and Astrid were friends. When in fact Astrid lived in a circle of lies, a delusion so 
secure she believed it herself, so long as no-one else came in – not even Susan. She 
should have felt angry, hurt, betrayed. Instead she was fascinated, enchanted by the 
idea of a magic that actually worked.  
She never saw Astrid again. 
 
* 
 
The wind’s blowing Maddy away from her. She shouts over it, pushing. 
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 ‘Maddy!’ 
At last, she stops and turns. 
‘You took Storm to the hospital.’   
‘She asked me to.’  
‘You didn’t tell me or Dyan.’ 
‘She’s sixteen.’ 
Maddy says it at the same time – ‘She’s sixteen!’ Maddy means Storm is a 
child, Susan means she’s an adult; both on shaky ground. Maddy’s face furious, 
contorted with misery. 
‘Why’s she self-harming again? Why’s she in such a shitty mood all of a 
sudden? She was getting better.’ 
‘I don’t know, Maddy. She won’t talk to me.’ 
‘Have you even tried? You’re meant to be such a big-shot shrink!’ 
She’s yelling about Storm because Mathieson’s too painful, but it comes 
down to the same thing: Susan’s fault. Problems she should have solved.  
‘Maddy!’  
But she turns, walks away. Susan has nothing to offer: can’t follow. 
 
* 
 
She has a torch, and there’s not too much water over the causeway, though the wind 
chaps it into urgent little waves. She wades out, picking her way under the half-
moon, giving the little stingrays time to glide away from each step – she’d never spot 
them under this troubled surface. Her torch beam startles baby whiting, gleams off 
the jewel-eyes of drifting toads and black strands of seagrass whipping past in the 
current. Away to her left green lights mark the channel like stars tethered on the 
surface of the sea, and beyond the island the real stars mingle with a few white riding 
lights on the dark horizon.  
She came night fishing here once with Dad. She was eight. A wind-harried 
night like this, the tide still running out. She stood on the cool sand in the dark, 
feeling the zing of the tide on the line through the pad of her index finger pressed 
lightly against the rod.  
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Then she happened to shift from one foot to the other, and sensed a subtle 
difference in the way her sinker was lying. She lifted the rod cautiously and felt the 
confirming weight: a flathead, lying on the bottom, sucking the bait. 
She moved the rod cautiously, just as Dad had taught her, lifting and reeling 
slowly, luring the fish to commit. Judged the moment to jag, and knew she’d hooked 
it when the fish made a run towards the channel, taking the line with it. She reeled in 
quickly and smoothly, finding it much more of a struggle than usual – how big was 
this lizard?  
‘Got one, Blue?’ 
‘Yeah Dad. Flathead. A big one.’  
She brought the fish coursing through the shallow water to the beach. Dad 
was shining the torch. Light gleamed off the gasping sandy-mottled creature with its 
boot-toe head and side-arcing body. It was far and away the biggest fish she’d ever 
caught.   
‘Good work, Blue,’ said Dad. ‘Bit big for the bucket – maybe clean it straight 
away, and we’ll stick it in the esky, eh?’ 
‘Okay.’ She was bursting with pride: in the size of the fish, in Dad’s trust in 
her fish-cleaning skills, most of all in having him and the night and the ocean full of 
fish and wind and stars all to herself, so late in the evening. 
But when she slit the creamy underside of the fish, there were long whitish 
bags inside. 
‘Oh, damn,’ said Dad. ‘It was a female. Those are the eggs.’  
She looked at the bags of fish eggs, overwhelmed with guilt. All those baby 
fish she’d murdered on the beach in the careless dark, when she only meant to take 
one.  
After that, she still stood sometimes in companionable silence with Dad on 
the beach or the rocks, rod in hand. But she left her hook in the water long after the 
bait had been nibbled away by toads, and never complained about going home 
empty-handed. She began to spend more time snorkelling in the rock pool and the 
shallows, following schools of whiting this way and that, startling the flathead from 
where they lay buried in sand. She’d traded fishing for fish-watching.  
Now she shines her torch into the sheltered stillness of the rock pool and 
watches the secret life of small things at night: swarming green shrimps with eyes 
that gleam like metal in the torchlight, anemones opened right out like ravenous 
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dahlias. There’s even a small, pinkish octopus, undulating arm over arm along the 
big crevice under the east wall. Watching it, she feels her breathing settle into its 
rhythm; slow, cautiously seeking.  
The wind must have swung round, because now it carries sounds she couldn’t 
hear before. At first just snatches, but tuning in she can hear singing, and clapsticks. 
The island community has a dance troupe – they perform at festivals. Is this a 
rehearsal for an upcoming event, a regular practice night, or a community 
celebration? She has no urge or right to intrude. It’s just nice to hear that music on 
the wind, over the eternal sigh of moving water and the low-tide cracking and 
popping of the Talking Mud.  
She should head back: the causeway is fully exposed now, and Brendan will 
wonder what’s become of her. Facing the mainland she can make out the creek 
entrance. She tries to imagine the marina arching over it. Lit up like the picture in the 
brochure; like a space-ship just landed. Three hundred and sixty yachts in their 
concrete berths. Stu’s restaurant and café. New streets, new subdivisions, new blocks 
of apartments. Whale-watchers, tourists, four-wheel drives on the new bridge. The 
rock pool vanished forever.  
She must leave tomorrow.  
She can never come back. 
 
* 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
The Commission is held in one of the barest rooms she’s ever seen. The walls are 
white. The carpet’s beige. There are white formica-topped desks and metal-and-
plastic chairs, and one wooden desk on a dias at the front for the Commissioner. A 
transcriber unobtrusive in a corner. No crests, coats-of-arms, banners or scales-of-
justice anywhere. The room’s banality is almost insulting. 
Her lawyer is a portly young man named Morris with a public school-boy’s 
smooth face, careful diction and slightly nervous politeness. They say you’re getting 
old when the police look young: no-one’s warned her about barristers. She senses 
he’s not one of the rising young stars of his office: his face has something of the 
sheepdog’s good-natured anxiety to please. He remains standing while she slides into 
her seat: they’ve provided a desk, Morris has explained, because she’s likely to be 
called often throughout the Commission. As he settles into his chair, he gives her a 
smile. For a moment she expects him to say something reassuring – ‘Don’t worry, 
you’ll get your job back and everything will be fine’ – but of course he can promise 
no such thing. Brendan has not been allowed to attend, for which she’s grateful.   
The Commissioner has a broad back, grey hair, and steel-grey eyes behind 
rimless glasses: in another time he might have been a bullocky. He sits at the front, 
talking with two other men in well-cut suits, until the long hand of the analogue 
clock on the wall tips nine. Then he brings the conversation to a close, lays a piece of 
paper on the desk, looks over his glasses at everyone in the room, and begins to 
speak without standing up. 
‘I have the honour to announce that I have been appointed by Her Excellency 
the Governor to conduct a royal commission into terms of reference referred to in the 
commission.’ He glances at the man in the charcoal suit, sitting at a desk to his right. 
‘Mr Torville, who has been appointed counsel assisting, will now read the 
commission.’ 
Torville gets to his feet. Morris grabs the opportunity to whisper, ‘Don’t 
worry, it gets less formal after the first bit.’ He smiles. Doing his best to reassure her, 
on any point he realistically can. 
‘Mr Commissioner, these are the terms of reference,’ says Torville. He picks 
up a sheet of paper. Minimalist theatre: rituals will be enacted, gestures will be 
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repeated and rhythms will be honoured, despite the lack of set dressing, lighting, 
music, costumes. ‘Her Excellency Wendy Lovell, Companion in the Order of 
Australia, Member of the Order of the British Empire, Governor in and over this 
state, to Mr Commissioner Stephen Charles Boniface, Queen’s Counsel, greeting: 
whereas on the 21st of September of this year Eleanor Mary Ogden was granted 
leave from Mt Ramsden Hospital, and on that day subsequently smothered her great-
niece, Tyla Rihanna Aspinall, to death.’ 
Susan looks round the room. Girard sits with his lawyer, shuffling papers. 
She looks away quickly. 
‘I, the governor of this state, and with the advice and consent of the Executive 
Council, do hereby appoint you to be a commissioner to enquire into and report on 
the following matter: whether there is evidence to conclude that any employee of the 
state health department was negligent in his or her duty of care, committed any 
wrong-doing, or adopted any inappropriate practice, in relation to the granting of 
leave of absence from hospital of Eleanor Mary Ogden, or the management of said 
leave of absence.’ 
There have already, in these dry pronouncements, been a number of moments 
almost unbearably painful, yet no-one has gasped or wept or even shot someone else 
a meaningful glance. This room is, self-consciously, a place without sensation, 
without emotion. It doesn’t need a brass figure of Justice in a blindfold; it has the 
Commissioner, it has white walls and beige carpet. It’s a place where terrible events 
can be contained in words, walls, judgements. 
‘Thank you, Mr Torville,’ says the Commissioner. He takes off his glasses 
and holds them in one hand, looking round the room again. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, 
there has been a great deal of public concern and controversy surrounding the subject 
matter of the commission. It should be understood that the commission is not an 
adversarial body. It is a commission of inquiry into specific issues.’ The 
Commissioner gives the impression he’s looking at everyone individually, but never 
actually meets your eyes. ‘That said, the commission’s recommendations may result 
in future legal proceedings which may be adversarial in nature. Mr Torville, are there 
any persons who have given notice of their intention to appear?’ 
Torville stands again. ‘I understand Mrs Wethers – ’ 
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An elderly woman near the back of the room gets to her feet. She wears a 
floral frock and her mousy hair is done up in a careful bun. Before the Commissioner 
can speak to her, words come tumbling out. 
‘Yes, Your Honour, I know all about what happened because I’ve been 
following it on the news, that they let that psycho woman out of the hospital which is 
not right.’ The woman brings her hand down on the back of the chair in front. ‘They 
should of known she had those mental ideas and she wasn’t safe around children.’ 
‘All right, Mrs Wethers.’ 
‘She killed her own child, didn’t she? I read about that back when it 
happened, it was so sad. The poor little bubba. They should of locked her up and 
thrown away the key.’ 
Morris says, under his breath, for only Susan to hear: ‘We still want to burn 
witches.’ She glances at him, startled. He’s trying to build rapport. 
‘Thank you, Mrs Wethers,’ says the Commissioner, but the woman hasn’t 
had her say yet. 
‘I went on the John Laws program about it last Thursday. I told them exactly 
what I thought. I mean, it just makes my blood boil.’ 
‘Thank you, Mrs Wethers.’ 
‘I mean, they just plead insanity to get out of going to jail.’  
No-one challenges this statement. Susan feels the need to scrawl a note to 
Morris: ‘On average, in this state, people committed to a psychiatric facility after 
committing murder will be incarcerated twice as long as someone who goes to jail.’ 
Morris raises his eyebrows.  
‘Have you any more to add, Mrs Wethers?’ asks the Commissioner patiently. 
‘Nuh. That’s it really. Just don’t let that crazy old woman out again.’ 
‘Thank you, Mrs Wethers.’ 
‘That’s all right,’ the woman says graciously. She sits. 
Susan writes, ‘Does the Commission have to hear from everyone who wants 
to appear?’ 
Morris reads, nods, writes. ‘Everyone who makes a submission.’ 
Democracy. There’s something impressive about it, mixed in with the farce. 
She’s called mid-morning. 
‘Dr Wilcox,’ says Torville. ‘Can you provide an explanation for Eleanor 
Ogden’s action in murdering her great-niece?’ 
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‘I believe her treating psychiatrist has submitted a report to the inquiry.’ 
‘Have you read the report?’ 
‘No. I have no authority to read it.’ 
‘You must have thought about this event a great deal since it happened. Have 
you come up with any hypothesis or theory or clinical explanation of how it came 
about that Mrs Ogden committed this crime?’ 
‘It would be irresponsible and unprofessional of me to engage in speculation 
about that. Mrs Ogden’s current treating team are the only people in a proper position 
to tender a clinical opinion at this point in time.’ 
Kevin Long is the treating psychiatrist. She’s known him forever: they were 
registrars together. He crosses one ankle over the other, in immaculate blue silk 
socks. 
‘Mrs Ogden knew these periods of leave were being taken with the eventual 
aim of her leaving the hospital,’ says Kevin, in his measured way. ‘Although she 
expressed eagerness to return to what she called ‘the outside’, and spoke with 
affection of the family, we can only assume a significant amount of anxiety was 
building up, of which Mrs Ogden herself was not really aware. Sadly, that anxiety 
caused a recurrence of delusional beliefs that had lain dormant for years.’ 
‘What was the nature of these beliefs?’ 
‘We’ve been trying to assess them, based on historical information 
supplemented by interviews. It’s not easy. Nell is of a generation that believes 
matters of religious belief are private and personal. In addition, there seems to be a 
paranoid component, in that she believes harm may come to her or to others if she 
reveals too much of her ‘knowledge’ about supernatural beings. But it appears she 
has quite a well-developed delusional system concerning orders of angels.’ 
‘Angels?’ 
‘Basically, she believes the world is a place full of pain and loss, that war and 
other evils are widespread, and that a child is better off never having to suffer or 
know about these things.’ 
‘Doesn’t sound so delusional to me.’ She can’t tell if the Commissioner 
means to be facetious. No-one laughs.  
Kevin inclines his head. ‘Indeed. Nell has a strong belief in an afterlife, a 
more-or-less Christian heaven in which the dead are safe, happy and protected. 
Particularly children.’ 
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No-one speaks for a moment. She wonders how many in the room share a 
similar belief, or want to, without seeing it as in any way delusional. 
‘She was prepared to sacrifice the present life of her child – ultimately, two 
children – to get them more quickly to the afterlife she considered superior?’ 
‘We assume so. It’s quite difficult to grasp the logic of a delusional system. 
Frankly, it’s a better use of time and effort to find the right medication to bring it 
under control, and ensure the patient remains compliant with the treatment regime.’   
‘But you hadn’t succeeded in doing this? You’ve had thirty years.’ 
Long looks pained. ‘It’s worth noting, to put the present into context, that 
most of Nell’s current treating team were not born when she was first admitted. The 
remainder were schoolchildren. Nell has consistently refused to speak about the 
incident, so years of charts tell us virtually nothing. By now, she probably 
remembers very little about it.’ 
‘Dr Long, in the light of that ‘context’, I’m sure you’ll understand if I express 
some confusion about Ms Ogden’s mental illness. What exactly have you been 
treating her for?’ 
‘In recent years her treating team has formed the clinical opinion that her 
mental state at the time of the first murder was due to postpartum psychosis, a 
disorder that was little understood at the time. Those physical and mental symptoms 
she’s exhibited in the years since are mostly, unfortunately, attributable to the older 
style antipsychotic medications which she took for many years. Her medications 
have been repeatedly changed, rationalised, and eventually ceased some ten years 
ago.’ 
‘She’s been in hospital with 24-hour care for a decade, on no medication, 
with no symptoms, and only now does it occur to someone to discharge her? I’m a 
little concerned about that – as a taxpayer.’ 
Susan begins to suspect the Commissioner cultivates an image of himself, in 
his own professional circles, as a ‘character’. Kevin frowns.  
‘Due respect, Commissioner, but at one point this woman was so unwell she 
committed murder. Nell’s diagnoses over the years have ranged from schizo-
affective disorder to dissociative disorder to major depression to borderline 
personality disorder, with side trips into postnatal depression and brief psychosis. 
That she was well enough for discharge was not a decision taken lightly, or in a 
hurry.’ 
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Thank you, Kev. That about sums it up. Torville clears his throat. 
‘In hindsight, Dr Long, would you have prescribed any medication for Ms 
Ogden prior to her going on leave? Anti-anxiety medication, for example?’ 
Kevin gets his chance to be dry. ‘Hindsight is a wonderful thing, Counsel, but 
in this case I’d have to say no. Most of the drugs we use to treat anxiety are best 
conceptualised as antidepressants, which happily have anxiety-reducing effects. Nell 
showed no outward signs of either depression or anxiety. There was no justification 
for giving her medication for conditions she didn’t have.’ 
‘But she did have a condition,’ says the Commissioner, ‘didn’t she, Dr Long? 
As it turns out. What is her diagnosis now?’ 
‘Paranoid schizophrenia with prominent delusions, Your Honour.’ 
‘And is that, finally, the correct one?’ 
The room holds its breath. Kevin Long takes a sip of water. ‘I couldn’t swear 
to it.’   
 
* 
 
The Commission room empties, leaving only the Commissioner and Torville, 
Susan and Morris, Girard and his lawyer, Kevin Long and the busy-fingered 
transcriber. The door opens. Lenny Evans and a female nurse usher Nell Ogden into 
the room. 
Susan feels her heart rate quicken. The last time she saw Nell, Tyla Aspinall 
was alive. 
Nell wears powder and lipstick, a white hat with a pearl-headed hat pin, and a 
little silver watch. She looks dressed for church. 
‘Mrs Ogden,’ the Commissioner says gravely. ‘Do you understand what this 
enquiry is about?’ 
Nell blinks at him. She seems composed, but her withered fingers worry at 
the clasp of her handbag. 
‘Do you remember Tyla Aspinall?’  
‘It’s all right, Nell,’ the nurse says quietly. ‘Don’t be afraid. Just tell them 
what happened.’  
Nell’s staring at the Commissioner, her eyes getting bigger and bigger in the 
silence, the bag beginning to shake in her hands. Her mouth moves. The bag clatters 
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to the floor, and Nell lets out a cry of distress. The Commissioner catches Lenny’s 
eye and nods curtly. 
‘Come on,’ Lenny says, leading her out again. Whatever’s going on in Nell’s 
head, she was never going to share it with a room full of strangers. Susan could have 
told them that.  
Kevin Long’s expression says he could have too. 
 
* 
 
Leaving the building for the lunch recess, Susan draws Morris to a bench under some 
leopard trees beside the path. Young men and women in black gowns and wigs stride 
past them, manila folders tucked under arms, talking earnestly.  
 ‘Listen,’ she begins. Morris waits with a polite face. 
 ‘When all this first happened, I wanted to contact the family in my role of 
Director. Express our sorrow, on behalf of the Department: that kind of thing. The 
Department lawyers said that on no account were we to contact the family because it 
would be prejudicial to the settlement.’ 
 Morris nods. ‘It would be taken as an admission of culpability. Drive up the 
settlement amount.’ 
 She understands that. The Department never wastes legal fees fighting 
lawsuits: there’s always an out-of-court settlement, the only question being the 
amount. Useless to mention the research showing that apologising to patients and 
families for poor outcomes, being willing to communicate about what went wrong, 
expressing sorrow, taking responsibility for mistakes, actually results in fewer people 
suing.  
 ‘I know. But with my current status – I’m suspended from the Department, 
not being paid. Could I write a letter to the family on my own behalf?’ 
 ‘As a private individual?’ 
‘Yes. Not speaking for the Department or the government. Just expressing my 
personal sorrow and regret.’  
Morris looks nonplussed. ‘But – our whole point is that you have nothing to 
regret or be sorry for. You followed policy and procedure. You did nothing wrong.’ 
‘I can be sorry about the outcome of my decision, even though the decision 
was well made. I can – I do – bitterly regret what happened.’  
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‘I don’t understand what you hope to gain by writing a letter like that.’ 
‘I don’t hope to gain anything. I just want to say I’m sorry.’  
‘Let me put that another way. What good do you think it will do?’ 
The question pulls her up. She hasn’t tried articulating the answer. The idea 
that it might provide some comfort to the family seems hollow, absurd, in the face of 
their loss – but a memory nags. Some other family somewhere, aggrieved with a 
doctor: ‘He never even apologized. We’ve never heard a word from him or the 
hospital. Not a card, no flowers – nothing.’ At the time she comprehended perfectly 
that baffled anger at the continuing failure of the doctor, the hospital, the medical 
system, even to acknowledge the loss.  
‘Because I have to tell you, Susan, I don’t think apologising will make them 
forgive you.’ 
‘I’m not expecting to say “I’m sorry” and have them say “Oh that’s all right 
then”,’ she says tartly. 
‘Then I have to ask again – what do you think a letter of apology is going to 
achieve?’ 
Susan jumps up from the bench, irritated with the kid because he’s winning 
the argument without being right. 
‘I don’t know what it will achieve. I just know apologising is the right thing 
to do.’ And not to the family. To Letycia. Letycia under the trees, waiting patiently to 
approach her daughter’s grave. 
‘With respect,’ says Morris, also getting to his feet, ‘you knew giving Nell 
Ogden leave was the right thing to do. Doing the right thing doesn’t always produce 
the right results. No matter how passionate we feel about its rightness.’  
The lunchtime traffic inches along River Terrace, roaring agreement as she 
glares at him. Very faintly, under the smoke, the scent of river water and mangrove 
mud drifts up from under the Smith Street Bridge. Low tide. Far way, the causeway 
grants access to the island.  
‘Can I do it?’ she demands. ‘Legally?’ 
‘You can do it,’ admits Morris. ‘Whether or not it’s a good idea – ’ 
‘See you after lunch.’ She needs food, notepaper, and somewhere quiet to 
think.  
 
* 
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In the living room at night she’s taken to flicking distractedly through the Mental 
Health Act online. She doesn’t know why, or what she’s looking for. Some vague 
idea of being prepared for unguessable questions that might come up tomorrow. She 
rubs her hand through her hair. 
‘Mummy, look at my tiger.’ Caitlin’s scribbling with an orange texta, the tip 
of her tongue firmly planted in one corner of her mouth. 
‘Yes dear.’  
Brendan has the TV on, the weather report, like the buzz of a fly against a 
window. ‘Meteorologists are warning of an unusually severe and prolonged storm 
season as the La Nina weather pattern sets in...’ She wants to swat it. The photo 
frame on the table scrolls randomly through images: South Cove, the rock pool, 
Nathan on the deck of his boat. Suddenly she wants the huge wave-washed silence of 
sea and sky so intensely it hurts.  
Brendan comes up behind her and kisses her neck. She shrugs him off. 
‘For god’s sake!’ he bursts out. ‘When are we going to….’ He glances at 
Caitlin, stops. 
Soon, I’m sorry, later, all feel false, and distasteful. She doesn’t want to. Why 
should she have to want to?  
Her computer screen flashes: an imperative whooping sound. She jumps. 
Skype? She hardly ever uses it at home. She hits the green button to stop the 
whooping, and Maddy’s face appears on the screen. 
‘Maddy?’ 
‘Hi Susan.’ Maddy looks flustered. ‘Is this a good time?’ 
She hasn’t seen or spoken to Maddy since the night of Mathieson’s dinner 
party. The loneliness of packing up the van and leaving town in the grey of early 
morning, seeing no-one, grabbing takeaway breakfast in Ellerton with Caitlin 
grizzling in the back seat, still chills her.  
‘Yes, of course.’ At a loss. ‘Is something wrong?’ 
‘It’s Storm. She’s been having some… problems.’ It comes out in a rush. 
‘She hasn’t actually cut up but – I’m really sorry to ask. She wants to go back into 
hospital and they’ve agreed to admit her, but we don’t know anyone in the city. 
Could I stay with you a couple of nights? They want to interview me.’  
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Maddy looks sick, miserable, haunted by problems she can’t comprehend and 
can’t solve. Susan understands why doesn’t want to be alone in a hotel, why she’s 
taking the risk of calling.  
‘If they’re going to do family work, I’d have thought they’d want Dyan.’  
‘Yes. Well.’ Maddy shrugs. ‘Dyan won’t come.’ 
All the reasons she doesn’t want to deal with a self-harming teenager and her 
anxious aunt just now press in, but she doesn’t have words to clothe them. 
Remembers Maddy’s cheerful, careful, colourful kindness, before Mathieson, before 
following her along the beach.  
Brendan’s leaning over her shoulder. ‘Maddy, hey.’   
‘Hi Brendan,’ says Maddy, trying to smile. 
‘Look, we’d really like to help, any other time, but right now Susan’s got a 
lot on her plate.’  
Susan looks up at him, surprised. Not sure if she’s touched or annoyed at his 
swooping in to the rescue. 
‘I know, the Royal Commission, I’ve been following it on TV. I’m really 
sorry. I wouldn’t ask but…’ 
Susan puts a hand on Brendan’s wrist. ‘It’s okay,’ she says quietly. He 
frowns.  
‘Excuse us a minute, Maddy, we’ll call you back.’ He hits the red button 
without asking and Maddy vanishes from the screen. 
‘You’ve got time for every bloody lame duck in the country, but not for me?’ 
She knows what he’s talking about but she tries to evade. ‘It might take my 
mind off things – ’ 
‘So might sex!’ He’s lowered his voice because of Caitlin, so it comes out as 
a hiss. Sexxxxxxxx. ‘You keep saying you’ve got no energy, you’re so bloody tired – 
’ 
‘What do you want me to say?’ she hisses back. ‘I’ll have sex if you let 
Maddy come?’ 
‘Just the first part would be fine!’  
She ignores him, reaching for the mouse, but he flicks it from under her hand 
with one finger. ‘When are you going to stop trying to make up for one thing by 
doing something else?’ 
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She glares. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ She knows what it means. She’s 
going to make him say it. He drops his gaze. 
‘Nothing.’  
Fucked-up. 
She moves the mouse and clicks on Maddy’s name. Caitlin’s still intent on 
her colouring: to look at her you wouldn’t think she’d noticed a thing. 
 
* 
 
‘They’ve changed the rules,’ whispers Morris, slipping into his seat as Torville 
stands to open the day’s proceedings. ‘Girard’s requested cross-examination of 
witnesses. The Commissioner’s approved the request.’ 
‘Can he do that?’ 
‘It’s not a courtroom. The Commissioner can adopt any process he likes, 
within reason.’ 
‘But Girard doesn’t really believe I did anything wrong. He’s just gunning for 
me.’ 
Morris nods. ‘The Commissioner’s not stupid. But he has an insanely short 
time to wrap this up. Letting you and Girard slug it out might be the quickest way.’   
She stares at him, panicked. 
‘Don’t worry,’ says Morris. ‘It means we can question him too.’ 
‘But I don’t have any questions for him!’   
‘The Commissioner’s got a reputation for shaking things up: he doesn’t mind 
a bit of drama. If there’s something you want to get across, tell me – we’ll ask 
forgiveness not permission.’  
‘That’s not how doctors do things. The first rule is “Do no harm”.’  
‘This isn’t a hospital, it’s a battlefield.’  
She recognises the young social worker who’s first up. Looking nervous as 
hell–the poor girl who wrote in Nell’s chart we were not needed. 
‘Would it be fair to say, Ms McGahan,’ asks Torville, ‘that in the current 
climate in mental health treatment, there’s a lot of pressure on hospitals to discharge 
patients?’ 
‘Well… yes. Not if the person still needs to be in hospital. Obviously.’ 
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‘But the days of the old “asylum” model are gone? Nowadays hospital 
funding is dependent on activity data. Treating people and getting them back out of 
hospital.’ 
The social worker sits forward, eager to explain. ‘My unit is what’s called 
Extended Treatment and Rehabilitation. People can be there quite a long time.’ 
‘But if someone’s in a bed in your unit for a long time, that’s a bed tied up, 
isn’t it? It means there are people in acute units waiting to go into ET&R, and people 
in Emergency Departments waiting to go into acute units.’ 
‘Yes. It’s called bed blockage.’ 
‘Exactly. Bed blockage. Lack of ‘through-put’. Wasn’t there some pressure 
on your team to move people like Mrs Ogden out, to clear the bed blockage?’ 
The girl – Lindy, Linda? – looks uncertainly at Susan. It’s excruciating, but 
Susan nods at her. Tell the truth, she wills the girl. Through the truth, to the truth. 
‘There was a directive,’ says Lindy. 
The Commissioner plants his palms on the desk. ‘Do we have a copy of that 
directive?’ 
Torville hands it. ‘Exhibit H, Your Honour.’ 
The Commissioner looks the paper over. Susan can see the familiar letterhead 
through the white. ‘This is a directive from the Director of Mental Health. Your 
signature, Dr Wilcox?’ 
‘Yes, Your Honour.’ 
‘Directing extended care facilities to review their patient lists and consider 
taking active steps towards discharging those who no longer require inpatient 
treatment.’ 
‘First putting in place appropriate community supports, Your Honour.’ 
The Lindy-girl clears her throat, overcoming timidity. ‘I’d just like to say, 
Your Honour. Dr Wilcox is a marvellous psychiatrist. Patients love her – she really 
listens. She’s been a real inspiration to me, and a lot of other people.’ 
Not Lenny Evans. 
‘Me and Dr Wilcox are old friends. Or enemies.’ He laughs his smoker’s 
laugh. God, Lenny. The man dominates a room – heavy, loud, thick-skinned and 
unpredictable as a rhinoceros. Prone to snorting, pawing the ground and making 
ostentatious charges, kicking up a lot of dust. Once in a blue moon, from sheer 
caprice, he’ll bring all his weight down on your side. It’s hard to breathe around him. 
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‘Mr Evans, what is your opinion of the decision to allow Mrs Ogden 
unaccompanied leave?’ 
‘Ask me, she shouldn’t a been in ET&R in the first place. Woman’s a 
murderer.’  
‘You consider she should have remained a high secure patient indefinitely?’ 
‘Safest way. You do a murder, you serve a jail sentence and you’re out. 
Maybe you learned something. You do a murder because the voices told you to – 
well, who can say when you’ve stopped hearing the voices? “Oh no doctor, I don’t 
hear them any more”. They’re crazy, not stupid. I been around the block a few 
times.’ He shakes his big ginger head.  
Susan murmurs to Morris, who stands. ‘Mr Evans, you seem to be equating 
being in hospital with being safe. Don’t people still manage to hurt others in 
hospital? To hurt themselves – even kill themselves?’ 
‘They do.’ Lenny nods emphatically. ‘Which is why nurses oughta get paid a 
damn sight more than they do, and I’ve made that point in Tribunal countless times. 
But a hospital environment can be monitored. Someone’s just out in the community 
and the voices tell ‘em to do something violent, well…’ He shrugs.  
Lenny has nothing more to contribute but ambit pay claims, which the 
Commissioner courteously shuts down and dismisses him. Girard’s lawyer Halliday 
stands. 
 ‘Mr Commissioner, the trend towards “deinstitutionalisation” of the mentally 
ill has outstripped the community supports available. People with complex needs are 
being dumped out of hospitals with nothing in place to continue caring for them.’ 
The Commissioner gestures for Susan’s response. 
She speaks calmly, formally. ‘Regrettably, that is the case in many places 
around the world. As Director of Mental Health I’ve been very aware of the need to 
make haste slowly, at the system level as well as with individual patients. Mrs Ogden 
had already been appointed a case manager in the community mental health service 
where she was to reside...’ 
‘Professor Girard,’ Halliday cuts her off, ‘would you describe Dr Wilcox as 
something of a crusader for deinstitutionalisation?’ 
Girard has a habit of fiddling with his bowtie and nodding his head 
emphatically before he makes a pronouncement. He does it in meetings; it drives 
Susan nuts. Today he does it for longer than usual, keeps the room waiting.  
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‘Absolutely. She’s quite the guru on the subject. She and I have had more 
than one robust discussion regarding what I consider to be an ideological position 
that fails to adequately take into account the realities of mental illness. Sometimes 
sick people just need to be in hospital, with round the clock medical care from 
trained professionals. That’s not restricting people’s rights, that’s giving them what 
they have a right to–proper medical treatment.’ 
‘I’m the last person to deny,’ Susan says, ‘that sometimes hospital is the best 
place for someone to be.’ 
‘Your mother spent a good deal of time in hospitals, didn’t she?’ says 
Halliday. 
‘I fail to see how that is relevant.’ 
Morris, with his trial lawyer instincts, jumps up. ‘Your Honour…’ 
‘Sit down, Counsel,’ says the Commissioner. ‘Where are you going with this, 
Mr Halliday?’ 
‘Your Honour, as you know my client is a highly respected professor of 
psychiatry. He believes that Mrs Patricia Wilcox’s history of mental illness and 
repeated hospitalisations had a great deal of bearing on Dr Wilcox’s decision to 
approve leave for Mrs Ogden. Mrs Ogden and Mrs Wilcox were around the same 
age. In effect, Dr Wilcox was unconsciously attempting to rewrite her mother’s life, 
wanting to see Mrs Ogden living happily out of hospital. A form of what Freud 
called wish fulfilment.’ 
‘That’s ridiculous.’ Susan’s on her feet. ‘Michael, are you completely out of 
your mind?’ 
‘Dr Wilcox,’ Torville begins. 
‘Dr Wilcox,’ the Commissioner cuts in, dry. ‘You’re not allowed to address 
another witness, however concerned you may be about his mental state.’ 
‘My mother... my mother...’ 
Halliday raises his voice to press on, ‘Mrs Ogden and Mrs Wilcox shared an 
admission to the acute unit at Mt Ramsden Hospital in 1982. It was Mrs Ogden’s 
first admission, following the death of her child, and Mrs Wilcox’s last admission 
before her suicide. Chart notes from the time indicate the two women struck up a 
brief but intense friendship. Susan Wilcox was nine years old.’  
Friendship? Nell and Mum? Something collapsing – time, things that should 
have been separate telescoping into each other. ‘In Professor Girard’s professional 
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opinion, Dr Wilcox has conflated these two mentally ill mothers. Given the 
opportunity, she has acted out an unconscious fantasy of restoring her mother to life. 
She couldn’t save her mother, but she thought she could save Nell Ogden.’ 
She can’t breathe. It’s been so long she barely recognises the familiar 
tightening in her chest. Morris leans across. 
‘Susan….’ 
The room’s muttering, tilting; the ceiling’s coming down. 
‘A glass of water, Dr Wilcox?’ Halliday’s voice dimly through the cloud. 
Smug. 
The Commissioner. ‘We’ll adjourn.’  
 
* 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
She rummages feverishly through the photo albums.  
She has to face facts: it might be true. Freud’s iceberg, the massive blue-
white voiceless bulk of the unconscious moving inexorably through the world; 
forging, grinding, crushing. She might have looked at Nell Ogden and seen Patricia 
Wilcox. Except - 
There. She puts the album on the desk and forces herself to look at the photo.  
They weren’t a happy-snapping family, and there are no studio portraits. God 
knows who took this shot, but it’s the only one she has of Mum. About to get into 
someone’s car. You can tell she’s pregnant: twenty-three or so. This is her only 
memory of her mother’s face: this small startled oval, shot from several metres away 
on a mediocre camera four decades ago. No image of that face has endured in her 
mind from the nine years she lived with this woman. Surely that’s weird. It makes 
her uncomfortable. She remembers the hair – longish, fine, a kind of caramel colour–
but it frames a blank. 
The point is – she stares hard at the photo, but nothing shifts in her 
consciousness – nothing about Nell reminds her of Patricia. Nothing. Patricia died 
long before she was the age Susan is now, let alone Nell’s age. Nothing about Nell’s 
presence ever frightened Susan, whereas just looking at Patricia’s photo makes 
something creep in her lower abdomen. She shuts the album and her stomach relaxes. 
And she’d had no idea the two women had ever met. She wishes she didn’t 
know it now. 
Why not? 
Push it away.  
 
* 
 
WILCOX: MENTAL HEALTH DIRTY SECRETS 
Susan’s in one armchair, Brendan in the other, Maddy on the couch. Watching the 
news because it’s easier than talking. Tyla in her green party hat, those clear 
laughing eyes. The fashion-plate anchor summarizes Girard’s sensational theory with 
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barely-concealed glee, eyes wide; an entertainment reporter passing on red carpet 
gossip. 
 ‘They’re wetting themselves,’ Brendan grunts. 
 ‘This must be hard for you,’ says Maddy, ‘at work.’  
Brendan shrugs but Susan knows he’s pleased to be acknowledged for once. 
‘No-one says anything,’ he says. ‘Religiously. They shut up when I walk in the tea-
room.’ 
If Susan had any sympathy to spare it’d be for Maddy, with lines from the 
corners of her mouth that weren’t there two weeks ago, and a parchment quality to 
her skin. She must find time to visit Storm in the adolescent unit. 
Darryl Aspinall on the screen. They must have her letter by now – she’s heard 
nothing back. She holds her breath so as not to miss a syllable of what he says. ‘I 
don’t give a shit about Dr Wilcox’s unhappy childhood. It’s not going to bring my 
daughter back. She’s got a kid. How would she bloody feel?’ 
Cold inside. ‘Did he… Did he just threaten Caitlin?’ She hasn’t noticed 
before the brutish look about that young man’s face: something in the heavy brows, 
the slightly slack mouth. She already knows he sees things simply: black and white. 
An eye for an eye. 
‘Don’t be bloody paranoid,’ snaps Brendan. 
Susan leaves the room. 
* 
 
Maddy brings her hot chocolate. ‘Will you take me to see your mother?’ she asks 
gently, as if she’s asking herself to afternoon tea.  
Susan remembers people coming to the house once only: the attempt at a 
birthday party when she turned seven. Mum was full of plans and descriptions for a 
week beforehand. She remembers half an hour of brittle gaiety one evening, with 
Mum singing and cutting out paper kittens and stars for Susan to smear with glue and 
sprinkle with glitter. But they only finished half a dozen, which–blu-tacked 
haphazardly round the walls – looked small and pathetic. 
The morning of the party, Mum tried to make a chocolate cake, but it 
wouldn’t rise. She stood in the kitchen with the flat brown thing on the bench like an 
offering, sweaty hair over her face, tears making tracks down through the flour 
smears on her cheeks, and Susan wanted to ask her to step back because her tears 
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would make the cake salty. She tried to reassure Mum that, while the cake might not 
look right, it would taste fine. But Mum went to her room, and when the guests 
arrived Susan and Dad had to manage on their own. 
‘No.’  
She doesn’t want to visit the columbarium, with its eternal rose beds syruping 
the sunny air. Mum isn’t there. Then, because Maddy’s trying to help and Susan 
looks like she’s resisting, she says, ‘You can meet Dad.’  
 
* 
 
‘This is my friend Maddy.’ 
‘Hello.’  
‘She’s from Stillwater.’ 
‘Stillwater, eh?’ It’s one of his good days. ‘Used to go there for holidays.’ 
‘Yes,’ says Maddy. ‘Susan told me.’ 
Dad’s eyes brighten. ‘With Susan. Yes.’ He nods. ‘Before that, too. At the 
end of the war. Even when Dad was away, Mum’d pack us all up and take us in the 
tilly. Not many women drove back then, she was proud as punch.’ 
‘Really?’ says Maddy, sitting up. ‘It would still have been just a campground 
on the edge of the cattle-station back then. My granddad owned it – Bill Ames?’ 
Dad slaps his thigh. ‘That’s him! Mr Ames. Used to come round to empty the 
thunderboxes. Big bloke, Akubra hat. Chatty. Full of stories.’  
‘He was an old man when I knew him, but he still had the hat, and he could 
talk the hind leg off a donkey.’  
Dad’s eyes are moist. He coughs. ‘Remember it like yesterday.’  
Susan looks from one to the other. It’s so long since he’s had one of these 
lucid moments, she’d thought they were over. She desperately wants a share of his 
attention but she’s afraid of overwhelming him, breaking the spell. 
‘Later there was the shop.’  
‘That was Grandma’s.’ Maddy nods and smiles, encouraging the flow of 
memories.  
‘They built a boat ramp. Then the jetty. By then a few houses were going up.’ 
‘Quite a few ex-servicemen settled there after the war. Granddad sold some 
land to the government. And people had been coming for holidays since the thirties – 
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some people came every year from Melbourne. Dad said they’d bring in everything 
they needed, bouncing along the dirt road, dig in and stay put for weeks. The fishing 
back then must have been fantastic.’ 
‘It was.’ He gazes at the floor, into the ocean. ‘I remember pulling in trevally 
and snapper off the far side of the island that took two men to carry home.’  
‘You never told me much about those days, Dad,’ Susan says gently. She’s 
jealous of Maddy. For getting Dad’s best, for sharing with him a past from before 
Susan was born. 
‘Is it still the same?’ he asks Maddy.  
Maddy hesitates. ‘Yes, it’s all still there. The island, the causeway.’ 
‘Best place for whiting. Stand anywhere along the causeway at low tide and 
cast into the gutters, you’d get a feed of whiting. Summer or winter. Catch ‘em on 
yabbies from the sandbanks in Big Creek.’ 
‘It’s the same. Nothing’s changed.’  
Susan avoids catching Maddy’s eye. Maddy’s right: no point mentioning the 
future. Nothing to do with him now.   
Dad sits back in his chair, closes his eyes. It makes him look suddenly 
ancient, white-stubbled jowls dropping, cascading towards his neck. 
‘I didn’t realise Dad knew your grandfather,’ she says quietly.  
‘He probably knew Mum and Dad too, at least in passing. If he’d been 
coming there that long. I’m amazed I can’t remember ever meeting you.’ 
‘We hid,’ Susan says simply. ‘At Stillwater we all went our own way and 
stayed out of everyone else’s. Mum was terrified of strangers, and Dad was happy 
with his fishing.’ 
He’s begun to snore lightly. Maddy looks at him with an expression of 
tenderness. 
‘It’s terrible, Susan,’ she says softly. At first she thinks Maddy means Dad, 
the ruin of body and mind, the passing of time enacted so horribly in front of their 
eyes. ‘They’ve cut down the blue gums. Chainsaws whining all day. The stumps look 
like amputated legs.’ 
There’s nothing to say. ‘I’m sorry.’ She can’t tell Maddy – third generation 
resident – that she feels this loss. She can see the splatter round the stumps: chips of 
meaty timber, a carpet of blood. 
Maddy blows her nose. ‘Did your dad do that painting?’ 
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‘No. Mum.’ It’s a long time since she’s actually looked at it. Seeing it now 
through Maddy’s eyes – the artist – it looks particularly gauche. Muddy colours. The 
baby’s grotesque vulnerable head, face down as if too monstrous for the viewer to 
see. The ragged-edged womb, the yellowish umbilical cord like a dirt road 
wandering off into distant hills.  
‘It’s very powerful.’ 
‘Really?’ 
‘Of course. You don’t find it so?’  
She shrugs, embarrassed. She can’t look at the painting objectively; can’t 
bear to touch it. When Dad dies, Brendan will take it to the tip. Perhaps then 
something will change.  
 
* 
 
So much unspoken with Maddy. Just like Astrid. She hugs Susan on the front steps, 
heading back to Stillwater – her children, the devastation of Big Creek. ‘If you could 
just try,’ Maddy pleads. ‘I’m sure I didn’t convince her.’  
‘There’s no reason she’ll listen to me.’ 
‘But you’ll try?’  
Susan promises. ‘Love you,’ says Maddy.  
Fathomless word.  
 
* 
 
Walking into the adolescent unit brings the mundane shock of memory. It’s barely 
changed since her registrar rotation – more computers, a bigger pool table jostling 
gym equipment for space in the day area, but the layout’s the same. A nurse gestures 
towards the art room and she remembers the way. 
   The art therapist looks up with a smile. Storm’s the only other person in the 
room, intent on a painting: all blues and whites. As Susan pulls out a chair she 
discerns a small yacht, rather like Nathan’s, heeled over before the wind, heading out 
at a spanking pace from a sketched-in shore through a madly tossing sunlit white-
capped ocean. Going places at breakneck speed on a sunny windy day, miles from 
this four-walled room among quiet well-ordered gardens.  
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 ‘That’s beautiful,’ she tells Storm. The girl doesn’t look up. 
 ‘Storm’s not talking to anyone just at present,’ the art therapist explains. 
Susan senses Storm’s irritation – or perhaps she’s projecting.  
 The woman rises, opens a cupboard, comes back with a canvas which she 
places on the table in front of Susan. There’s already an assortment of brushes and 
paints, a spare palette, rinsing water.  
 ‘Why don’t you paint something?’ 
 ‘Oh no, I can’t paint.’ 
 ‘It’s not about the outcome, it’s about the process. Relax, recapture your 
childhood. Have a bit of fun.’ 
 Storm’s finely-tuned to irony: the mention of childhood’s enough to make her 
glance up, briefly catch Susan’s eye. Should she launch into her mission? But 
Storm’s attention has returned to carefully lining in the luff of a sail. Susan hesitates. 
Picks up a brush.  
The perfection of the canvas is intimidating. She revolts at the notion of 
wasting paint and time, aimlessly messing colours about. Caitlin does it with passion 
and excitement, no doubt forging legions of new brain connections in the process. 
But Susan’s an adult, a professional, and she’s back in the city now. Activity must 
have a purpose.  
 When she begins, the art therapist has the sense not to say anything. She 
doesn’t think about it too closely – she’s only painting to get closer to Storm, find a 
shared wavelength in creative activity. But perhaps she has some vague idea of 
making things better – at least giving the baby a face. It’s harder than she imagined, 
though. Even closed, eyes are difficult to match, and on her third attempt to make the 
right lid line up harmoniously with the left she slashes a brushful of skin-colour 
across both, so frustrated a strangled sound escapes her throat. She looks up to see 
Storm staring, aghast. 
‘What made you paint that?’ she demands, slightly hoarse. Susan registers 
only now that an hour or more has passed; the art therapist has left for the day. 
She looks at the painting. A partial copy. ‘It’s my mother’s painting.’ 
Because it’s Storm, because Maddy asked her to help, because self-disclosure 
can build trust, because – dammit, because she’s never told anyone – she says, ‘I 
think it’s supposed to be me. I think she was wishing me back into the womb, out of 
existence. She was diagnosed with bipolar when I was born.’  
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She hears constriction in Storm’s throat. ‘Can you get bipolar from having a 
baby?’ 
Oh.  
The world shifts, settles into a different place. Odd moments from the past 
few weeks suddenly make sense.  
‘We don’t believe so,’ she says, very carefully. ‘For women who have it 
already, hormonal changes and the stress of childbirth can exacerbate the mood 
swings. Bipolar is often first diagnosed when the baby is born, because that’s the first 
time medical staff have been able to observe the woman.’ She watches Storm’s face, 
doesn’t touch her. ‘With your history, you might need extra support. But no, Storm, 
you won’t get bipolar disorder from having the baby.’  
It’s a risk. Storm might push her away. But when Susan puts her arms around 
the girl, she sinks into Susan’s shoulder just as Caitlin would. Susan holds her, holds 
the strange and comforting knowledge that it can be about Storm and herself at the 
same time. 
‘How far along?’ 
Storm sniffs. ‘Six weeks.’  
 ‘You haven’t told your mum, or Maddy?’  
‘Only Nathan.’ Before Susan can recall where Nathan is at the moment, 
Storm rushes on. ‘It’s not his baby. It’s Mathieson’s. It’s not Nathan’s problem.’ 
‘Mathieson?’ Time enough to process that later: other pieces are falling into 
place. ‘Ellerton Hospital that day. You hadn’t cut yourself at all, had you? You 
wanted a medical exam.’ A snuffle passes for assent. 
Susan holds the child and broods. Beneath her shock, concern, undeniable 
anger at being used, she has to admire Storm. She’s met a few kids like her: the 
resilient child of distracted parents, arranging to meet her own needs because no-one 
else will. She’ll never let this happen to Caitlin. 
‘Do you know what you want to do?’ 
Storm shakes her head. Susan looks round for tissues, extricates herself 
gently, puts Storm into a chair, pours her a glass of water. Giving herself time to 
think. ‘Listen, honey.’ The word doesn’t sound like her – but this is not a familiar 
situation, it seems to call for new language. ‘You’ve got options.’ 
Storm blots her eyes, listening. There’s eyeliner all down her cheeks, tide-
marked like a poorly-washed window. Susan takes a breath. 
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‘Maddy rang the film college to check the time of your interview on Monday. 
They told her you withdrew your application.’ 
‘That’s when I had a plan. I thought I knew what I was doing. But it kind of – 
fell apart.’  
Susan wonders when she told Nathan; whether it was before or after he left 
on the voyage. She’d like to think better of him. 
One thing at a time. ‘Maddy asked if they’d be willing to see you after all. 
Since you’re in town. They said they could squeeze you in.’ 
It’s painful to look at Storm’s face. Days and weeks of struggling alone with 
the possibilities, the pros and cons, are written there as clear as the scars on her arms, 
now Susan has the code to read them. ‘If you don’t know what you want to do, keep 
all your doors open as long as possible. Go to the interview. Just in case.’ 
‘I haven’t finished editing my film.’  
‘You’ve got the weekend.’ 
‘I haven’t got my final marks.’ 
‘Maddy says your report arrived during the week. They haven’t read it but 
I’m sure you’ve done well. Your mum could bring it down.’  
‘She won’t come.’ 
‘I think she will.’  
‘She wouldn’t come before.’ Storm’s tone is bitter but Susan catches the note 
of hope – arguing to be contradicted, desperate for her mother. ‘I was in hospital a 
year and she never came. What’s changed?’ 
‘You’re pregnant.’  
Irony. History repeating. Dyan may have guessed.  
‘Will you come to the interview?’ The girl sniffs. ‘To keep Mum under 
control?’ 
‘Of course.’ 
It’s a relief – this is what she couldn’t explain to Brendan – it’s respite. When 
it’s not all about her. 
 
* 
 
Stillwater, from the island. The causeway. Fossil Bluff. The caravan park. Whales 
arcing through the water, blowing spume, moving away. 
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Mathieson’s voice over footage of the model of Paradise Shores, extolling the 
virtues of the resort, the apartments, the marina with its fingerlings and the little 
model boat. Storm’s intercut shots of the real environment, everything the 
development will replace – Maddy’s house with its wooden verandas and half-tamed 
hibiscus; the blue gums; the mangroves round the creek mouth; Nathan’s boat 
anchored midstream. A snail’s-eye view of soldier crabs skittering over the 
mudbanks. A brahminy kite against the blue.  
‘Very nice, Storm,’ says the male academic. Martin.   
‘You’re quite an artist,’ the woman says, standing to switch on the lights. 
Susan notices Storm’s quick glance at Dyan, sitting with arms folded. Would 
it kill the woman to smile?  
Martin begins explaining the skills Storm can expect to learn in the course– 
teamwork, project management, innovation–but Susan’s not listening properly. Still 
lost in Storm’s beautiful film, longing. The rock pool’s never felt so far away.  
‘Can you tell us a bit about your film, Storm? What were you trying to say?’ 
Storm almost manages not to sound irritated. ‘If I could say it, I wouldn’t 
have to make a film.’   
Martin chuckles. ‘Fair point. But you know, film-makers – and other artists – 
get asked about their work. You need to be able to talk about what you’ve created, 
how, and why.’  
Storm shifts impatiently, and for a moment Susan glimpses the future in 
which she stands up and walks out. They won’t understand, this patronizing pair with 
another twenty kids to see. Won’t know what it’s cost Storm to edit her film in a 
hospital classroom, get in a car and come to this alien place, show her work for the 
judgement of professors and her mother, then be asked what it means. Susan wills 
her to hang in there, answer the question. 
‘I guess what I’m saying is, people get sold a place as a product. Come to 
Stillwater – you get the sea, the sun, the peace and tranquillity; all packaged up in a 
box for X thousand dollars. That’s not what the place is.’  
Both lecturers are nodding. ‘Commodification compromises authenticity?’ 
the woman suggests brightly. Storm looks at her like something dead on the beach. 
‘But as a film-maker, you’ll be producing commodities,’ says Martin. ‘A film 
is a product. It needs to appeal to a market.’ 
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‘I want to make documentaries that tell the truth. People need the truth. They 
should be willing to pay for it.’ 
The lecturers murmur and smile indulgently. Susan could slap them. ‘But 
whose truth, Storm?’ asks the woman in that over-bright tone, like a Playschool 
hostess. ‘You’ve shot your film a certain way, used conscious techniques. It’s a 
version of truth. A different film-maker could have used the same material to tell a 
very different story.’  
Again Storm glances at her mother, at Susan. Damn Dyan! After that whole 
stupid scene on the beach, Storm’s got her career opening and her mum’s doing 
bugger-all to help. Susan smiles and nods twice as hard to make up for her; knows 
she looks ridiculous.  
‘There might be different versions of the truth,’ Storm says, ‘but I’ll always 
be looking for the version I agree with. And that will be the film I make.’ 
Martin throws back his head in a theatrical laugh. ‘I bet it will, Storm.’ He 
stands. ‘Well, on the basis of your work, and your excellent Year Eleven results, I 
can happily say – Welcome Aboard!’ He beams, reaching for Storm’s hand. ‘Do you 
have any questions for us?’ 
‘Yes,’ says Storm. ‘When I have a baby in late July, will that interfere with 
my studies?’ 
 
* 
 
They stand, three women on the broad concrete path outside the building, as if 
they’re not finished here yet. As if there’s something still be done. But there isn’t. 
Leaves drift down from noisy minahs squabbling in the red bottlebrush over their 
heads. Wind picking up, smelling of rain. 
‘You didn’t have to tell them!’ Dyan’s shout verges on a wail. 
‘Yes I did,’ Storm insists, mutinous. ‘I had to ask them face to face. The film 
was good. My results were awesome. There might have been a way.’  
But there wasn’t. Susan recalls Martin’s blush, shuffling papers; the woman’s 
uncomprehending chihuahua goggle. Then both trying to explain at once, without 
breaching the university’s antidiscrimination policy, that first-year students having 
babies could not be accommodated in the academic schedule. Maybe next year, they 
said. Storm would have to apply again.  
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‘Well? What are you going to do?’ 
‘I’m going to have the baby.’  
Dyan draws breath for what’s bound to be a tsunami of tirade – 
recriminations, I-told-you-sos. She’ll wash Storm away. 
‘Don’t be ridiculous, Natalie,’ Susan says crisply. The words come quite 
easily. ‘Of course you’re not going to have a baby now. You’re sixteen years old. 
You just gave a brilliant interview, backed up by stellar marks and a powerful piece 
of documentary far beyond your years. You’ve been accepted into the most 
prestigious college of the arts in the country. You are far too intelligent to throw this 
opportunity away.’  
It breaks her heart, the outraged betrayal on Storm’s face. Speaking to her as 
if she’s a child.  
 ‘Yes, I am,’ she manages. ‘I’m having the baby.’ 
‘Come off it!’ Susan scoffs. ‘Mathieson’s baby – why on earth would you 
want to keep it? The man’s a sleaze. He took advantage of – ’ 
‘He didn’t rape me,’ Storm snarls.  
‘He’s old enough to be your father…’ 
‘I’m not under-age. Sixteen’s the age of consent. I made a mistake – that’s 
not the baby’s fault.’ 
She’s rising to the bait perfectly – but when’s Dyan’s going to weigh in? 
‘That’s not how you’re going to feel. When it’s crying and won’t settle at three in the 
morning. When it’s having a tantrum or bites someone at kindy or refuses to do its 
homework. When it brings home a partner you can’t stand, when it expects you to 
babysit.’ Sailing close to the wind, but she presses on. This has to work. ‘Give up 
your dreams now, and you’ll be asking what if and resenting this child for the rest of 
your life. What will that do to the child? Think how you feel – do you want to 
condemn someone else to that?’ 
‘Excuse me.’ At bloody last. She turns to Dyan, adopts a pleading tone. 
‘Dyan, isn’t this exactly what you were afraid of? That this would happen, she’d give 
up all her dreams? She doesn’t have to. Don’t let her. You’re her mother. Don’t let 
her make a choice she’ll regret.’ 
‘How do you know she’ll regret it?’ 
‘Of course she will. Rotting away in Stillwater, when she could have had all 
this?’ Susan waves her hand to indicate the beautiful campus, the students strolling 
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along the path. She feels like Mathieson making a sales pitch. ‘An education. A 
career. Travel.’ 
‘She can still have all those things – ’ 
‘Like you did?’ She lets her voice grow louder. ‘Women today have choices 
– ’ 
Dyan’s louder still. ‘They had choices in my day too – ’ 
‘STOP IT!’ yells Storm, so hard she shocks the minahs into silence. A couple 
walking way down the path turn their heads. Storm rounds on Susan.  
‘Who made you the expert on what everyone else should do? You let those 
bastards in the Royal Commission push you around like a sack of meat – for god’s 
sake, push back! You didn’t cause your mum’s problems, and she didn’t cause yours. 
You’re reading that fucking painting all wrong.’ She turns on Dyan. ‘And you didn’t 
cause Dad’s problems, and if he caused yours, well tough, it was a hundred years 
ago, move on. I’m here now. I’m having a baby. Are you going to help me or not?’ 
 Storm’s glaring like a Fury, Dyan’s nonplussed. She needs a bad guy. 
Susan’s given her one. For a moment Susan gets the exhilarating sense of having 
time-travelled, back to a time when she sometimes did things right. 
‘I chose to keep my baby, Dr Wilcox,’ says Dyan with dignity. ‘And if that’s 
her choice too, fair enough. Come on, Storm.’  
The first drops of rain hit as they walk away down the path. Susan drove; 
she’ll have to catch them up in the carpark. But she waits, gives them a few minutes 
alone. Dyan and the daughter she’s finally calling by name. 
 
* 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
‘Dr Wilcox,’ says Halliday, ‘have you ever been diagnosed with a mental illness?’ 
Morris on his feet. ‘Your Honour, I object.’ 
‘This is not a courtroom, Counsellor,’ says the Commissioner. ‘This is an 
inquiry. Our purpose here is to inquire into certain events. It’s proper for us to ask 
questions of the people involved in those events.’ 
‘My learned colleague’s ‘inquiry’ is insulting and irrelevant,’ insists Morris.  
‘Why insulting?’ 
‘He’s asking my client if she’s a basket case.’ 
A titter runs through the room. The Commissioner frowns the assembled 
company down with the slightest movement of his eyebrows.  
‘I heard him ask about her health.’ 
‘No,’ Susan says, relieving Morris of the responsibility he seems to feel to 
protect her from this line of questioning. ‘I have never been diagnosed with a mental 
illness.’ 
‘So you’ve never been treated for a mental illness?’ 
‘Since I’ve never been diagnosed, obviously not.’ 
‘Dr Wilcox, you’re a doctor. Have you ever prescribed a little something for 
yourself? Just to get you through a tough time?’ 
She can’t let the silence to go on too long: it will seem she has something to 
hide. Wilcox Mental Health Dirty Secrets. What will they say if she sometimes takes 
Valium? She must choose her words. 
‘Doctors do prescribe for themselves, as a matter of convenience, because 
they have the knowledge to self-diagnose. If I considered myself to have a mental 
illness requiring treatment, however, I would seek treatment from a mental health 
professional, because treatment is more than medication.’  
Halliday turns. ‘Mr Commissioner, Professor Girard would like to make a 
submission at this point.’ 
The Commissioner nods. Girard rises, taking his time – an inflating 
psychiatrist-shaped balloon. 
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‘Mr Commissioner, I think you’ll agree that Dr Wilcox has an habitually 
anxious manner. Her facial expression, posture and body language in general suggest 
reserve and a high degree of tension.’ 
Everyone in the room is looking at Susan – her facial expression, posture and 
body language. She tries to relax. 
‘That’s not altogether unreasonable given the circumstances,’ the 
Commissioner suggests. 
‘Dr Wilcox’s colleagues will attest that she customarily exhibits a similar 
degree of hypervigilance and tension. She rarely smiles, she tends to fidget in 
meetings.’ Through the cold creeping horror of sitting here being described – like 
being naked in public – she realises Girard has memorized this speech. ‘The 
Commission has witnessed one of the asthma attacks she often experiences under 
stress. There is a general consensus among her colleagues that Dr Wilcox suffers 
from anxiety to a clinical degree.’  
‘Again, one might suggest that’s not unreasonable. Dr Wilcox has 
responsibility for life-and-death matters.’ 
‘Indeed.’ Girard clears this throat, re-finds his place. ‘Anxious perfectionism 
and over-responsibility might be seen as desirable traits in a medical practitioner and 
a senior manager. Until now, it has never been suggested that this condition impairs 
Dr Wilcox’s ability to function in a professional capacity.’  
‘But that is what you’re suggesting now? Cut to the chase, Professor.’  
‘Your Honour, Dr Wilcox’s mother had a diagnosis of bipolar disorder. This 
is a severe, low prevalence disorder with a strong genetic component. If Dr Wilcox’s 
problem is not anxiety but undiagnosed bipolar disorder, it might explain her tragic 
lapse of clinical judgement.’   
Oh for fuck’s sake.  
‘How do you explain everyone else’s lapse of clinical judgement?’ Susan 
demands. ‘Dr Long? The treating team?’ 
‘Dr Wilcox…’ Torville trying to remind her of the rules.  
‘You had the final responsibility.’ For the first time in this room, Girard looks 
straight at her. 
‘Professor Girard…’  
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‘Counsel.’ The Commissioner’s voice drowns all others effortlessly; they 
might be kittens in a bucket. ‘Professor, are you suggesting that having a mental 
illness disqualifies a person from filling a high-level position?’  
‘An untreated illness, Your Honour. In this case.’ 
‘But Dr Wilcox works among mental health professionals all day every day. 
She says she doesn’t have a mental illness. You say she does. Is there a medical test 
for this disorder?’ 
‘Psychiatric assessment…’ 
‘I mean anything more objective than one psychiatrist’s word against 
another?’ 
Push back, Storm said. Susan stands. ‘Your Honour, may I address the 
Commission?’  
The Commissioner inclines his head. She takes a deep breath, and dives.  
‘It won’t surprise anyone in this room to know that we in the mental health 
profession are prone to informal self-diagnosis, and to diagnosing our colleagues. 
Personality traits and behaviours that fall well within normal limits will get you a 
label quicker than you can say ‘round the twist’. He’s a bit Aspergersy, she’s 
neurotic, he’s being paranoid. Professor Girard, for example, is commonly held to 
have a narcissistic personality disorder and delusions of grandeur.’ She smiles 
sweetly at Girard. She’s never been so angry. Mustn’t let it take control.  
‘Professor Girard has been unstinting in his efforts to make this Commission 
all about me. He’s somehow forgotten it’s about Tyla Aspinall. What happened, why 
it happened, how to stop it happening again. According to Professor Girard, the 
answer comes down to a mental health diagnosis: mine. I would argue that a mental 
health diagnosis never constitutes an answer, or a solution, or even a plan. We simply 
don’t understand enough about the brain. The world isn’t divided into the sick and 
the well, the mad and the sane, the incompetent and the competent. Professor 
Girard,’ she turns to him, ‘what is Nell Ogden’s current diagnosis?’ 
Girard clears his throat. ‘You heard Dr Long give it the other day, Dr Wilcox. 
Paranoid schizophrenia.’ 
‘So can you tell us, Professor, what causes paranoid schizophrenia?’ 
‘It’s a complex multi-determined disorder...’ 
‘What caused it in Nell’s case?’ 
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Girard glares at her. ‘Some combination of genetic and environmental 
factors. We can’t be more specific than that.’  
Susan turns to the Commissioner. ‘Sadly, Commissioner, that’s true. If 
anyone ever took a detailed life history from Nell, it’s been lost over the years. All 
we have in her current chart is a single clue: ‘Raised by her mother from a young 
age’. But from that clue, and what we know about schizophrenia, we can make some 
educated guesses.’  
She glances round the room, expecting someone to interrupt. But she’s given 
them the cue to expect storytelling: Torville, Halliday, they’re all sitting forward in 
their seats, eager to hear.  
‘In the decades of Nell’s birth and childhood, it was highly unusual for a 
woman to raise a child alone. So what happened? We know that schizophrenia 
always has a genetic component. We can be fairly certain either her mother or her 
father had it. Possibly both. It was a time when the disorder was not well understood, 
and they didn’t have the antipsychotics we have now. So we can assume that one or 
both of Nell’s parents was extremely unwell, a fair amount of the time.  
‘Was it her father? Was there domestic violence, physical or sexual abuse, to 
the extent that her mother chose to leave the relationship and take her chances alone 
with a dependent child out in the world? Did the father die? Suicide? Homicide? Was 
he hospitalised?  
‘Or was it the mother who was disturbed, so that eventually the father left? In 
that case, you have a little girl living alone with a mentally ill woman, completely at 
her mercy. Even if the mother wasn’t ill, we can assume that as a single mother she 
was socially isolated, stigmatised, economically disadvantaged. Her ability to protect 
and care for Nell may have been severely compromised.’ 
‘This is all very sad,’ the Commissioner cut in, ‘but isn’t it mere speculation? 
You said yourself we know nothing about Nell Ogden’s childhood.’ 
‘What we do know, Your Honour, is that childhood adversity explains one-
third of psychotic illness in adulthood. We also know Nell has twice committed 
murder on the strength of her conviction that it’s better to be dead than to endure 
childhood.’ 
The Commission room is completely silent, absorbing the implications of 
that.  
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‘I think we can be fairly confident that Nell’s childhood was–adverse. Nell 
may well have been a victim long before she was a perpetrator. The one thing a child 
needs, more than proper food or clothes or a roof over their head, is to feel safe. And 
if not even your own mother can provide that, and you can’t get it anywhere else, 
then – ’ Susan lifts her shoulders – ‘your mental health is, to put it colloquially, 
screwed.’  
The Commissioner’s looking at Girard. ‘Professor, would you say Dr 
Wilcox’s formulation of the case aligns with current understandings of how 
schizophrenia develops?’ 
Girard clears his throat, not looking at the Commissioner or at Susan. ‘It 
seems remarkably odd, Your Honour. Up until this point Dr Wilcox has emphasised 
the role of the health service system in this tragedy. She’s been at pains to argue that 
the system is working and what occurred was an unavoidable anomaly. A glitch; 
nobody’s fault. All of a sudden, when pushed to defend herself and her own personal 
role in the decision-making, Dr Wilcox turns around and start painting a sick old lady 
as the bad guy.’ 
Susan’s still on her feet; she doesn’t wait for the Commissioner to respond. 
‘Michael, you wanker – ’ worse words are used in Parliament – ‘what happened to 
Tyla isn’t a story. There are no bad guys.’ She’s right, she knows she’s right; her 
voice carries the utter conviction of her knowledge. She’s swimming, flying. ‘The 
vast majority of people with severe mental illness never hurt anyone. Mostly they do 
much better out of hospitals. Research yields new findings every day and someday 
we’ll know how to prevent tragedies like Tyla’s, but right now we do the best we can 
with what we know. Sometimes it’s not enough.’   
 
* 
 
The Commissioner’s speaking but she’s so very tired; it’s hard to focus. She’s 
vagued out and is rubbing her eyes when Morris nudges her.  
‘... giving consideration to the full extent of the evidence presented, including 
expert testimony by a range of independent mental health professionals…’ 
Morris writes on his yellow legal pad and pushes it against her elbow. Are 
you awake? This is it.  
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‘In the final analysis, we conclude that the Ramsden Hospital 
multidisciplinary team made a sound clinical decision to grant Ms Ogden leave.’  
She’s awake, she’s listening, but it takes a moment to sink in. ‘The risk 
assessment was comprehensive, given the information available to the team. Suitable 
supports were in place. The tragic outcome of this decision could not reasonably 
have been anticipated. We find no evidence of negligence, wrongdoing or 
inappropriate practice by the multidisciplinary team or by the Director of Mental 
Health, Dr Susan Wilcox.’ 
The Commissioner starts gathering together his papers. ‘Thank you, 
everyone.’ 
Morris is staring at her, beaming all over his public school-boy’s face. She 
knows then that he never expected success. 
It’s over.  
 
* 
 
It will never be over.  
 
* 
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CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
She returns to work on the fourteenth of January. Brendan drives her. They’ve 
assigned her a new fleet car to park in the Director of Mental Health’s space under 
the building. She wonders how long it will be before she thinks of it again as hers. 
‘I liked the car I had,’ she tells the Executive Officer who phones to make 
arrangements for her return. She hears her own tonelessness, knows it will be 
interpreted as a careful neutrality when in reality she doesn’t much care about the 
car. 
‘Professor Girard particularly wanted to hold onto the Commodore,’ the 
woman says smoothly. ‘We’ve got you a brand new Prius – it’s red!’ She’s over-
bright, falsely congratulatory. She’s new since Susan’s time. How strange to think 
she had a time, and it seems so long ago, and this time now is not her time. She 
doesn’t know what time it is. 
‘What will Professor Girard be doing now?’  
‘He’s moving to a new project position. It’s quite exciting really. A joint 
position between the Mental Health Unit and the Clinical Improvement Taskforce.’   
‘Does he still report to me?’ 
There’s a slight pause, but the woman’s prepared. ‘He’ll have a strategic 
reporting line back to the Mental Health Unit, but operationally he’ll report to the 
Taskforce.’ A cats’ cradle of motivations and anxieties, threads of face-saving, 
apology and appeasement, knots of administrative nightmare and philosophical 
conflict. Michael will want to be taken under the wing of the Taskforce, and will 
engineer whatever new pathways and barriers are needed to distance himself from 
the Director of Mental Health. She’ll be obliged to chase him down those lanes and 
dismantle walls as fast as he can build them, or shoulder the perennial burden of the 
right hand’s ignorance of the left hand’s doings. Maybe she can cut him loose: get 
him assigned to the Taskforce permanently. She’s exhausted just thinking about it. 
But in the end it’s disconcertingly simple to slip back into the role: to walk 
into the familiar office, sign letters printed on the same stationery and see the same 
faces at the same meetings. Wrestle with the same issues, attend the same start-of-
293 
 
year conferences and have the same debates with the same old allies and opponents. 
As if she’s never been away. 
Caitlin starts Prep. A carer picks her up from school each afternoon and takes 
her to the childcare centre. Tuesdays, Thursdays, and every second Friday Susan 
picks her up from childcare, while Brendan does the other days. She rarely reaches 
the centre before six-thirty, by which time Caitlin has had dinner and is flagging but 
sparks up long enough to show Mummy the painted pasta necklace she’s wearing, 
the collage she’s created with egg-carton segments and aluminium foil. Susan holds 
her hand, listens, nods, laughs in the right places, swallows her guilt, and thinks of 
the long crawl home – one more drop in a river of headlights. Caitlin falls asleep in 
the car and Susan carries her upstairs to bed.  
She attends a meeting with the nurses’ union. Lenny Edwards rattles the usual 
sabres and grins across the table. There’s nothing on the agenda worth fighting over; 
Susan grants everything he asks. He’s clearly disappointed.  
She enrols in a yoga class, Monday evenings after work. It’s a popular class: 
around thirty women and half a dozen men, aged from their early twenties to their 
early sixties, kneeling on mats on the sprung timber floor of the gym two streets from 
her building. 
‘Feel your toes spread on the earth like the roots of a tree,’ intones Satori, the 
instructor, but instead Susan feels her tree-body swaying, the energy of her heart 
chakra sinking and melting down her thighs. She can’t stand with your feet 
connecting to the earth and the crown of your head connecting to the sky, not on the 
third floor with a pump class pounding away underneath and the grizzle of peak-hour 
traffic seeping in through sealed-shut double-glazed windows like the endless moan 
of an over-tired toddler. Tadasana the Mountain doesn’t suffer from lower-backache 
and slight dizziness; Makarasana the Crocodile isn’t constantly worrying what 
messages will have been left on its mobile at the end of the hour. When Satori 
instructs her crocodiles to bring their knees up under their bodies and sweep their 
arms back into Pindasana the Child, Susan snatches up her water-bottle and leaves. 
Can’t bring herself to return. 
She does try meditation, once, at home. Tries to think of the rock pool, 
recapture that timeless state of being. But all she can picture is Mathieson’s bridge, 
even though she knows it’s not yet built. The news reports on ‘a group of local 
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Aboriginal women’ opposing the bridge, although the foundations for the marina 
resort are well underway on the mainland. Hang in there, Aunty Daisy, she prays. 
She visits Dad. He’s lying on the bed, staring at Mum’s painting on the wall. 
She’s shocked how rapidly he’s aged over Christmas.   
‘Dad?’ 
He tilts his chin down, focusses on her with difficulty.  
‘Blue?’ 
‘That’s right, Dad!’ Out of nowhere. She can’t remember the last time he 
recognised her: tears unexpectedly sting her eyes. 
‘So long!’ he says earnestly. There are tears in his eyes, too, and she thinks 
for a magical moment that they are sharing the realisation, marvelling at this longed-
for instant of connection. But he says, ‘Hours!’ in a horrified, grieving whisper. His 
mouth works in distress. ‘Curled in a ball! Wouldn’t come out.’ He lifts his head 
from the pillow, eyes fixed on hers; he’s trying to sit up.  
She has no idea what he’s talking about, but her stomach yawps as if he’s 
spoken a dirty word. Just random discharges of memory and emotion. She lays a 
hand on his forehead, gently pressing him down. ‘It’s all right, Dad.’ Her heart hurts.  
‘No!’ he insists, weakly beating one palm on the cover. ‘It’s not all right. 
Should’ve told someone…’ 
‘Should’ve told someone what, Dad?’ 
‘Thought it would be all right. It was over. Stillwater…’ 
‘You thought what was over?’ Some creeping sense that she needs to know, 
though she doesn’t want to. But he sinks back.  
‘Mac’s out again,’ he mutters. The tears have evaporated; apparently the stud 
bull’s escapade warrants a wry grin. But then that too is gone, and although she hears 
the music of a phrase in his next utterance, she can decipher no words. He lapses 
back into silence, eyes raking the ceiling as if there’s something up there to be seen.  
She prepares dinners in the morning, between sips of coffee and mouthfuls of 
toast, wiping Caitlin’s spilled juice and searching through washing baskets for the 
pinafore-top with the yellow elephant Caitlin insists she absolutely must wear at 
childcare this afternoon. Scrapes the dinner-bits into the slow-cooker or shoves them 
in the fridge ready for the pan in the evening. Brendan isn’t a morning person, 
doesn’t cook, can’t multi-task, gets annoyed with what he calls Caitlin’s 
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irresponsibility. To avoid old arguments, Susan closes her lips over the words ‘she’s 
four’. Makes dinners. Washes. Works. 
When Caitlin’s asleep, Brendan wants sex. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I just don’t 
feel like it.’  
 He rolls away and lies gazing at the ceiling in the dark. She feels him 
frowning. He lies still and she knows there’s another of those long painful 
conversations coming, and she can’t face it, so she reaches down for him. 
  ‘I’m just tired,’ she murmurs.  
 ‘When will you stop being tired?’ He’s not going to let it pass. ‘Maybe you 
need a different job.’  
She doesn’t answer. After all she’s been through to keep this one. 
 She goes on playing with him, willing him to be distracted. 
 He clears his throat, speaks awkwardly. ‘Do you not find me – sexy –
anymore?’  
How’s she supposed to answer that? Such a rare, grotesque, exquisite 
offering; the admission of vulnerability. ‘Of course I do.’ She tries to make it sound 
like the truth. It’s not his fault. Nothing and no-one is sexy any more: not Johnny 
Depp, not David Tennant. Those neurobiological circuits just aren’t firing for her. 
Loss of libido – a prime symptom of depression. She mustn’t tell him that.   
 ‘Did you… you know? At Stillwater?’ 
 ‘What?’ 
 ‘With someone else?’ 
 ‘Like who?’ 
 ‘I don’t know. That Stuart guy?’ 
 She takes her hand off him. ‘No. Are you mental?’ As Storm would say. ‘I 
didn’t do anything, with anyone, and certainly not with Stuart.’ She could almost 
laugh. He doesn’t say anything. ‘What the fuck?’ 
 ‘You’ve got pictures of him on your photo frame.’ 
 ‘That’s because nearly all the pictures I have from Stillwater were taken by 
Storm. I’m surprised you don’t accuse me of having a thing with Nathan – half the 
card is arty shots of him on his boat.’  
 ‘I’m not accusing you…’ But of course he is; he’s accusing her of changing, 
of failing to want him, falling out of love with him – all the worst crimes. And she’s 
guilty. 
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 ‘Stop digging and kiss me,’ she says, wrapping her hands round his hips, 
pretending to laugh it off and want him. She doesn’t know if he believes her, but she 
knows he wants to. They both settle for that. 
 
* 
 
She was afraid this year’s February Symposium might suffer from her presence: 
toyed with giving up the keynote, so as not to cause a boycott. But she needn’t have 
worried. The auditorium’s packed – more than most years – and she realizes with a 
sick twist in her gut that some are here hoping for sensational personal revelations. 
Her name’s still overshadowed by a question mark, scintillating rumours of family 
secrets. This may have been a mistake. She glances at the big screen behind her, 
projecting the conference theme and logo while it waits for her presentation: ‘Asia-
Pacific Mental Health Symposium: Future Challenge’.  
Joey Ashton finishes introducing her and takes his seat to a lukewarm wash 
of applause. They’re withholding support till they’ve heard what she has to say. She 
takes a sip of water, feeling the stage lights too hot and bright.  
She’s supposed to be a leader. Time to lead. 
‘I’d like you to think about Mt Ramsden Hospital. Not the facility we have 
now, with its various units, but the old hospital, established in 1865. At one time in 
the mid twentieth century, that hospital had the population of a respectable town. 
There were three thousand patients, perhaps twice as many nurses, doctors, orderlies, 
cleaners, groundskeepers, chaplains. There was the shop, the chapel, the village 
green where patient teams and staff teams played cricket. Patients had jobs and 
responsibilities – I remember the story of an elderly gentleman who took great pride 
in polishing all the brass door knobs.’   
She can see several people nodding, others wondering where she’s going with 
this. She takes another sip of water. 
‘The downsizing and restructure of Mt Ramsden Hospital is typical of the 
kind of change occurring in mental health services throughout the world. The 
emphasis now is on least restrictive models of care, treatment in the community, 
earlier intervention, briefer intervention.  
‘In part these changes have been driven philosophically, by evolving 
conceptions of what mental illness is and how people should be cared for. In part 
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medically, by the development of new drugs and treatments. And in part 
demographically, by the expanding population and a growing demand for mental 
health services which we are, frankly, unable to meet. In the face of this demand, 
there’s tremendous pressure on services to economise, to be efficient, to find short-
cuts. To categorize people by diagnosis, discover the quickest and cheapest 
treatments for each category, and deliver these treatments to as many people as 
possible. The old Mt Ramsden model is considered hopelessly out of date.’ 
She pauses, and speaks deliberately.  
‘Let’s not throw the baby out with the bathwater. In the Mt Ramsden 
community, every person had a place, a role, a function, for which they were 
respected. There was a recognition of common humanity. You can’t live with other 
people, dance with them, play cricket with them, without realising that the world is 
not divided between the sick and the well. As mental health professionals, we must 
let go our fear of being labelled, stigmatised and devalued when we seek help for our 
own mental health issues. And we must respect the knowledge, skills and 
understanding that each individual living with mental illness brings to the task of 
making meaning of her illness, making choices about her treatment, and ultimately 
driving her own recovery.’  
A section of the audience – including Joey Ashton – breaks into applause, 
though she sees here and there people whispering while they clap. Michael Girard’s 
in the front row with Kevin Long. They’re not applauding. 
She looks around the auditorium, tries to engage every eye. ‘Last year’s 
tragedy, of which you are all aware, didn’t happen because we tried to help someone 
with severe mental illness reconnect with the world. It happened because we failed.’  
Girard opens his mouth, looks as if he might rise from his seat. She thinks 
he’s actually going to challenge her from the floor: memories of the Royal 
Commission come rushing back. But he tips forward – what’s he playing at? Bangs 
his head on the seat in front. Slides to the floor.  
Pandemonium. 
 
* 
 
‘Are you blaming yourself for Michael’s stroke now?’  
‘No. How mad do you think I am?’ 
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‘I don’t think you’re mad. I just think you take it too personally when shit 
happens.’ 
‘I Googled stroke prevalence among psychiatrists. We’re right up there with 
air traffic controllers.’ 
‘Well that’s all right then.’ Brendan’s in a bizarrely jokey mood. Perhaps it’s 
the relief of it happening to someone else. Senior IT managers are listed as stress-
prone too. 
‘Do you think I should visit him?’ 
‘Not unless you want to finish him off.’  
 
* 
 
She can’t remember ever taking flowers to take a man in hospital. She chooses 
yellow roses, hoping they seem cheerful without mockery. 
She’s not prepared for the sight of him, half-sitting up in bed in pale grey 
pyjamas with red piping, his face drawn down on the right side. She and Girard have 
never touched each other in fifteen years of acquaintance – she can’t recall so much 
as a handshake. But it’s too awkward to just stand there with flowers. She finds 
herself taking his inert right hand – the closer one – and leaning to kiss him on the 
left cheek.  
‘Hello, Michael.’ Still not knowing, still wondering: does he blame her for 
this? The stress of the Royal Commission, wresting back the top job? Does he see 
her as coming to gloat – or, at the very least, is her non-stroke-affected presence an 
insufferable insult?  
But he turns his eyes, and with difficulty manages, ‘Thank you.’  
There’s a vase on his shelf, so she busies herself putting the flowers in water. 
Not knowing what to say – chit-chat about work is rendered absurd by his pulled-
down mouth and eye. And asking him questions, forcing him to wrap flapping lips 
round the awkward stones of words, seems unconscionably cruel.  
‘How are you?’ He shrugs his good shoulder. 
She sits in silence, in this room where no breeze or sunlight makes its way in.  
‘Can I do anything for you?’ 
He gives a very slight shake of his head.  
She’s failing. Again. 
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She sits, and just as she’s formulating an exit line – ‘Well, I just dropped in to 
see how you were, hope you like the flowers’ – he speaks.  
‘Su-san.’ The word spills out, awkward, lumpy, fracturing at the edges. 
‘What – was – ’ His eyes on hers, the right one like a basset hound’s with the lids 
pulled gravity-wards, the inner red of the lower lid showing like something peeled 
open. His left hand moves ineffectually among the sheets. ‘What – was – it –  for?’ 
She doesn’t understand the scope of his question, doesn’t want to ask. 
Doesn’t know how to begin to try to answer.   
 
* 
 
Some urge for connection takes her to the computer late that night. She hesitates, 
hands in her lap, before typing Astrid Donaghy into the browser. 
 Google knows no such person. The first entry suggests she may be looking 
for Jamie Donaghy and Astrid Krutzfeldt, two of the thirteen people who Like the 
Elvis Presley Fan Club of Liverpool, England.  
She tries Facebook, which passes the buck to Bing, which helpfully points 
her to Census Data Online, which tells her there are three people of that name in the 
US. A link on the left asks if she wants to search Australian records, with a seven-
day free trial of Family Link. She enters Astrid’s name. 
SEARCH SUCCESSFUL! 
Although there were no exact matches, we found 41,178 matches for 
‘Donaghy’. 
Astrid may have married and changed her name before the world went online. 
She’ll never find her. She doesn’t even know Astrid’s father’s name. With little 
hope, she enters ‘Donaghy Port Lucas’. 
Nothing. It’s probably unreasonable to expect a prawn trawlerman to stay put 
for twenty-five years. 
She’s about to turn off the computer when she thinks of the unanswered letter 
to Letycia Aspinall. Letycia and Darryl are probably on Facebook. She could look 
them up, see whether either has mentioned her letter in a post: expressing rage, 
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disbelief, stilted satisfaction. Maybe get some sense of how they’re doing: if they’re 
recovering.  
Of course they probably have their privacy settings on maximum, hiding their 
lives away from all but Friends. And anyway, it would be spying. She’s far too 
‘connected’ to this family as it is. 
She can’t help it. She types Letycia Aspinall.  
Do you know Letycia? To see what she shares with Friends, send her a 
Friend request. The profile photo is a rainbow over some green hills.  
 
* 
 
Friday night she attends a function for senior policy-makers in the Marriott dining 
room and notices that the man beside her, leaning across the table to help himself to 
another vol au vent, is the Minister for Regional Development.  
‘Hello, Minister,’ she begins, seizing the moment without knowing what 
she’s going to say.  
‘Hello.’ 
He turns to her with polite interest, but someone thrusts a hand at him and 
says heartily, ‘All the best for the election!’ and he’s drawn away into the crowd.   
 
* 
 
Washing up Saturday night, her hands in pink rubber gloves, she wipes a strand of 
hair off her forehead. A blob of suds gets into her eye, and as she tries to pull the 
glove off she drops the plate she’s forgotten she’s holding. It plops in the sink, 
splashing the front of her dress and the floor with warm dirty sudsy water and 
suddenly it’s all too hopeless, too much of a mess and she’s crying into the washing 
up water like Cinderella just before the fairy godmother turns up except that there is 
no fairy godmother, no magic, no redemption, just this forever and ever and ever and 
it’s so hopeless and such a mess. 
Brendan at the door, watching her. 
‘We could move there,’ he says, hesitant. ‘If you want.’  
301 
 
‘Move where?’ 
‘Paradise Shores. Terry’s offered us a great deal.’  
She begins to peel off the gloves. ‘He researched us. He found out your 
parents had real money. And he… cultivated us.’ 
Brendan shrugs. ‘It’s how things are done. I don’t mind.’ 
‘You don’t mind?’ 
‘IT manager, a townhouse as part of the package. Couldn’t get you away 
from the place – now you don’t want to live there?’ 
She hurls the sugar-bowl at the wall. She doesn’t really mean to hit him, but 
it’s lucky he ducks. The white china smashes into raining shards, the sugar whooshes 
and rattles across the parquet floor. Brendan stares.  
‘We can’t go on like this,’ he says. He goes to find the broom.  
 
* 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
 
When Dad dies, the strength of her grief shocks her. He’s been slipping away so 
long, she thought there was nothing left to lose. 
Brendan’s mother, Karla, will host afternoon tea after the funeral.  
‘Did she offer, or did you ask her?’ She sounds waspish, but doesn’t care. 
‘They only live five minutes from the cemetery,’ says Brendan. ‘It’ll take 
some of the burden off you.’ 
‘I wish you hadn’t asked her. She hates me.’ 
‘She doesn’t hate you.’  
Is he really that obtuse, or does he think refusing to acknowledge reality will 
somehow, eventually, change it? She remembers meeting Karla for the first time, six 
years ago; lunch at a classy city restaurant, carefully orchestrated by Brendan. Her 
cool gaze sweeping Susan up and down. On the plus side: tall, reasonably attractive, 
private school education, a doctor, wants to have children. On the minus side: 
pathologically shy, obscure country town background, mother was mentally ill. 
Susan saw Karla’s conclusion in the glance she threw Brendan: you’re running out of 
time. She’ll have to do. 
Walking up the white concrete stairs to Karla’s front door her mind’s still 
back at the funeral parlour, murmuring ritual phrases to frail people from Dad’s 
nursing home in their best suits and frocks. Their generation still treats a funeral as 
church. Watching the coffin with its wreath of yellow roses, she imagined his body 
pale and withered inside. Not in the box. Wished she had a photo of him fishing.   
Karla greets Brendan with a big hug, embraces Caitlin with grandmotherly 
cooing and promises of cake. She pressed Susan’s hand earlier at the funeral parlour 
and clearly feels no more is owed.  
Her husband Alan gives Susan the flicker of a smile that might be rueful, 
even apologetic, but there’s no knowing with Alan. He’s a quiet man who stutters, 
which is the only reason she almost forgives him for the time he let a waiter take her 
half-finished meal while she went to the loo at a restaurant. 
‘Didn’t you tell him I wasn’t finished?’ she demanded, irritated enough for 
once not to hide it. 
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Alan shook his head, looking at her with that silly half-smile. Sometimes she 
wonders if he is, perhaps, not very bright. But no-one amasses that amount of wealth 
without intelligence, of one kind or another. 
‘Darling, there’s that bedspread for Caitlin in the spare room cupboard. A 
little later, will you help me get it down?’ says Karla with her hand on Brendan’s 
arm. She waves into the living room. ‘I think you two know each other.’  
The tall man rising from the cream leather lounge is Terry Mathieson. 
‘Susan, I’m so sorry for your loss,’ he says, taking her hand between both of 
his. Such large hands. ‘I hope you don’t think I’m presuming. When I heard, I felt I 
should come and pay my respects to your dad. It felt like the right thing to do.’ 
He doesn’t wait for an answer, he’s turning to Brendan. 
‘How?’ she says. She’s floating. 
‘I beg your pardon?’ 
‘How did you hear?’ 
‘Alan told me.’ Mathieson smiles easily. ‘Hey, Brendan.’   
‘Terry, good to see you. Pity about the sad circumstances… You hooked up 
with Alan all right, then?’ 
‘Yes indeed.’ Mathieson puts his hand on Alan’s shoulder. ‘Thanks for the 
intro.’  
Now they are three men together they’ve forgotten she even exists. It’s like 
being left on a desert island as the longboat pulls away. She wouldn’t mind being left 
on an island, if it weren’t for the savages. 
She should help Karla, who’s ferrying trays of biscuits and sandwiches from 
the kitchen while her daughters offer drinks and make coffee. But she can’t see a 
space in the production line where she might fit, and anyway. Anyway. Caitlin’s 
playing dolls with her cousins. No-one needs Susan.  
Sitting on the side veranda, out of the way, she hears Brendan’s voice through 
the wall. He must be in the spare bedroom, fetching down that bedspread for his 
mother. 
‘Be fair, Mum. You didn’t like Yvette either.’ 
‘At least Yvette had a bit of sparkle. Not like that long streak of misery…’ 
‘Mum!’ 
‘Well, does she ever smile? I mean genuinely?’ 
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‘Give her a break – she just lost her Dad. On top of that thing in October…’ 
That thing in October is what Brendan calls Tyla.   
‘She’s been a complete misery-guts all along. She’s just not a happy person.’ 
‘Not around you! You ignore her, like a visiting puppy’s mess you’re hoping 
someone else is going to clean up.’ 
She can’t hear what Karla says to that; maybe nothing. 
‘You wanted a grandchild. Yvette didn’t want kids – now you have Caitlin.’ 
‘An only child, poor little thing! But of course she’s too busy and important 
to have time for more.’  
The pause is so long, she thinks they must have got the bedspread and left the 
room. But then Brendan says, ‘I can’t start again, Mum,’ very quietly. He’s 
considered it, then – leaving her for someone younger, having more children. Karla 
doesn’t reply. 
After another long moment, she hears the bedroom door close.  
She sits still, noticing how quiet her breathing’s become. She is a rock. 
Mathieson steps out from the doorway.  
‘People who eavesdrop never hear any good of themselves.’ 
She shrugs. ‘Family stuff.’  
If she could muster the energy, she’d stand and walk away. Instead she asks, 
‘Why are you really here?’ Just to see what he says.  
He spreads his hands. ‘I’m a family friend. Alan’s my new business partner.’  
‘Paradise Shores?’ 
‘That’s only one project. Small, in the grand scheme of things. That’s the 
problem with the public service – no matter how senior you get, it never really 
teaches you to think big.’ He winks. ‘Seriously, how are you finding it, back in the 
salt-mine?’ 
‘It’s all right.’   
He’s standing right beside her, reaches out and squeezes her elbow. ‘Can’t be 
better than Paradise. Come on. Brendan’s half-sold on the idea already.’ 
It’s hard – she has to fight the hypnosis – but she pulls back from his touch. 
‘Why us? Why are you going to so much trouble, to get us to move to Stillwater?’ 
‘Susan.’ He steps back, leans against the rail. ‘I told you, I care about people. 
I like to help if I can. Frankly, I don’t see things getting better in your workplace. 
You won in the Royal Commission but the election’s just a few weeks away – the 
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Opposition’s murmuring about another inquiry. No-one’s satisfied. Get out while 
you can still walk away with your head up. Because if they get in, they’ll crush you.’ 
Oh. There it is. It’s been obscure, disguised like a weed-rock-crab thing, but 
now she can see it and name it.  
‘It’s politics.’ 
Mathieson opens his mouth, but she’s heard enough from him. 
‘This government will let you do what you want with Stillwater, but it’s a 
swing seat. If the Opposition gets in next month, maybe they’ll listen to Maddy and 
Aunty Daisy and stick a spoke in your wheel. But if I resign the Premier can pretend 
she manoeuvred it, that she’s started a process of health reform. That’ll pretty much 
guarantee no change at the election.’ 
‘Susan. Is it so hard to believe I like you, and wish you well?’  
‘You came to my father’s funeral, to try to sell me a townhouse.’ 
‘A package – ’ he begins. 
‘Go fuck yourself,’ she suggests. Witty, masterful, devastating – no. Just 
pushing back. 
 
* 
 
She can throw out Mum’s painting now. She can let Brendan take it to the tip and 
never have to look at it again. 
She sticks it behind a cupboard, and cries. 
 
* 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
Perhaps it’s Tropical Cyclone Ben bearing down on the coast miles away, the late-
summer low-pressure system pushing some wave of craziness ahead of itself, or 
maybe it’s always like this and she’s just forgotten, but everyone’s been in a frenzy 
all day. There are four people waiting at her door. The Chief Finance Officer and an 
underling sit opposite her, balancing piles of A3 spreadsheets precariously across the 
folders already on her desk. And although she’s told Frances to hold non-urgent 
calls, urgent ones keep coming through. The computer flashes every few seconds 
with incoming emails. Another admin officer smiles apologetically as she comes in 
with yet another stack of manila folders, which she deposits on the table in the 
corner. The stack promptly capsizes. The phone rings again. 
‘Fran, can’t you hold a few more of these calls? We’re getting nowhere here.’ 
‘I’m sorry Dr Wilcox, it’s your daughter’s childcare centre.’ 
‘Put it through.’  
The Centre Director’s voice comes on the line before Susan has time to think 
what it might mean.  
‘Hi Susan, it’s Kathryn. I’m sure everything’s fine, but I’m just calling to 
check whether you’ve picked up Caitlin today.’  
‘No, it’s Brendan’s pick-up day.’ She glances at the old-fashioned 
government-issue wall clock – barely ten past five. 
‘I know, and he normally doesn’t pick her up till around six. But we can’t 
find her.’  
Can’t find her? 
‘She hasn’t been signed out?’ 
‘No. He might have just forgotten…’ 
‘I’ll ring him.’ 
‘His mobile goes to voice mail, and no-one at his office seems to know if he’s 
left for the day. So we’ve phoned you.’  
She hears the nervousness beneath the reassuring tone: the young woman is 
anxious, whether about Caitlin’s whereabouts or being sued for negligence she can’t 
tell, doesn’t really care. She’s seeing Darryl Aspinall’s face on the news, eyes dark: 
She’s got a kid.  
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She tries ringing Brendan repeatedly on her way to the centre, stuck in the 
torpid river of peak-hour traffic, but gets no answer on his mobile or at home. She 
leaves voice messages on both numbers. The radio burbles about the latest boy band 
and the unseasonably late cyclone off the coast. When she finally reaches the centre 
she rushes upstairs without pausing to lock the car door. The centre Director and 
another staff member meet her between the childproof gate on the veranda and the 
glass front doors, gabble as she sweeps through the centre opening cupboard doors 
and looking under dress-ups. 
‘I promise you, Susan, we’ve searched the place from top to bottom.’ 
She swings round. ‘How could she just disappear? Someone must have seen 
who took her.’  
The Director shakes her head. ‘She was definitely in the sandpit at a quarter 
to five, because she was playing with Oscar when his mum arrived. Then we got 
busy with dinner and shift-change, and no-one can remember seeing her since.’  
Susan feels like a detective – who last saw the dead girl alive? – but before 
she can shake off the horror of that thought, her mobile rings. 
   
* 
 
‘I was worried sick!’ 
Hurls her bag and keys on the island bench.  
Brendan looks up guiltily from doughnuts and milk. Caitlin’s mouth is 
rimmed in white. 
‘I was being spontaneous. She’s in childcare so much… I thought it would be 
nice to pick her up early and take her to the park.’ 
‘You didn’t sign her out! Caitlin, wait, I’ll pour that in a minute.’ 
‘I forgot. I was out of my normal routine.’ 
‘You didn’t tell anyone you were leaving work. Caitlin, I said hold on.’ 
‘They were all busy.’ 
‘You turned your phone off.’   
‘I didn’t want work interrupting our time together.’ 
Of course the milk bottle is too heavy for Caitlin, of course Susan should 
have attended to her at once. The bottle crashes from her small hands, the electronic 
photo frame is hurled from the table by the impact and cracks on the parquet floor. 
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There could not be more milk – glugging onto the table, waterfalling to the floor, 
splattered on the nearest walls. 
‘I said wait!’ 
The sound of the slap rings off every surface. 
‘Susan!’  
Caitlin stares at the tabletop, red gathering rapidly into finger marks on her 
cheek. 
‘Caitlin…  Oh god Caitie, I’m so sorry.’ Susan tries to put her arms around 
the child but Caitlin jumps down from her chair, backs away. 
‘What did I tell you!’ Brendan shouts. ‘You can’t go on like this. Taking it 
out on a four year old!’  
‘I know, I’m sorry.’  
‘You’re supposed to be so worried sick about her, then you’re the one – ’ 
‘I know – ’ 
 ‘Jesus, Susan, I feel like ringing Mathieson and telling him I’ll take the job. 
With or without you.’ 
‘What do you mean? Taking Caitlin?’ 
‘Anything’d be better than this!’ 
  It’s in the silence, as she’s groping miserably for a reply, that she hears the 
first small grating wheeze. She looks at Caitlin and sees panic in her eyes.  
 ‘It’s all right, darling. Where’s your puffer?’ But already there’s a bluish 
tinge to Caitlin’s lips; she can’t draw breath to speak. It’s never been this sudden. As 
Susan rushes for the bedroom – her own puffer, top drawer – Brendan’s grabbing for 
the phone.  
 
* 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
The morning bleeds sunshine, seeps light from every pore. It’s eerily quiet: there 
seems much less traffic than usual on the long connecting roads feeding her red Prius 
onto the highway. Perhaps the apocalypse has begun and the faithful have been 
Raptured. Do the faithful number enough to make a difference? Shopping centres, 
retirement homes, new residential estates slide silently past the windows like 
shuffled cards. Caitlin still on oxygen but with more colour in her cheeks. Brendan 
taking the day off work – unheard of. She left him lolling in the vinyl armchair 
beside the hospital bed, pretending to sleep so she wouldn’t have to decide whether 
to kiss him goodbye.  
She pulls into the reserved space in the High Secure carpark and turns off the 
engine. Brick villas in a warm sandy colour, large windows to let in the sun. Wisteria 
and passionfruit vines hide the black metal bars enclosing the courtyards, like high 
pool fences with no gates.  
Catches a glimpse of herself in the rear-view mirror – so pale. She fumbles 
for a lipstick and applies it carefully. Deep Rose. Takes a breath. Dives in. 
She should have known he’d stand in her way.  
 ‘On what basis,’ asks Lenny Evans, ‘have you come to see this patient?’ 
She tries to draw herself up. ‘I’m the Director of Mental Health.’  
‘What’s the purpose of your visit?’ He’s glaring, twirling a pen between his 
fingers. ‘She’s not due for any reviews, and you’re not on her treating team. We 
can’t have just anyone waltzing in here.’ 
‘You’re protecting Nell’s privacy?’  
‘We had the media here. Protestors outside the gate yammering for her.’ 
Funny, how Lenny cares for Nell. How he enjoyed barring the gates, shouting 
down the interlopers, defending Nell against her accusers. The protestors wanted to 
punish Nell by bringing her evil home to her. Lenny’s way is different: the powerful 
king within the walls of his kingdom, punishing not with confrontation or cruelty, 
but simply containment. Magnanimously accepting the gratitude of the contained.   
‘I’m here to see Nell in my official capacity under the Mental Health Act.’ 
‘It’s Saturday,’ he snaps. 
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She’d forgotten. 
And he can see it. It’s dawning on him: that she’s lost the plot.  
Pain, the base needs of pain, always overwhelm dignity. ‘I need to see her, 
Len.’ The whole edifice of her Directorship crumbling under his gaze, collapsing like 
a sandcastle. ‘My daughter’s in hospital – ’ 
He leans at her, flecks of his spittle slapping her face, his greying sandy 
brows contorted together like furiously tangoing itchy-grubs. ‘You bloody high-
fliers!’ he shouts. ‘Can’t leave anything the way it is. Gotta make your mark. Push 
here, pull there, rip someone’s roots clean out of the ground. For fuck’s sake, 
woman, she’d been here thirty years. She used to water the flowers.’  
‘Lenny. Please. She was my mother’s friend.’  
She’ll never be his boss again. 
He drops his gaze. He’s won the war and can give away the battle, but he 
can’t look her in the eye. He hands her the pen. She signs the register and walks 
through the metal detector, accepts in silence a visitor’s pass and personal alarm. 
 
* 
 
The young nurse leads her across the lawn to a screen door with a cream metal 
surround: it looks like ordinary fly-wire, though it’s industrial-grade security mesh.  
‘Knock knock,’ the nurse calls cheerfully.  
Nell sits in a floral armchair in the little dining room, as neat and orderly as 
the kitchenette behind her. Her white dress is decorated with delicate green sprigs. 
Her shoes are firmly planted on the floor, knees nicely together. Immaculate white 
hair. Silver-rimmed glasses.  
‘Hello Nell.’  
She blinks. ‘Good morning, Dr Wilcox.’  
Susan takes the other armchair. The nurse slips away.  
The milky eyes meet hers, mildly questioning, the face waiting patiently. 
Susan hasn’t planned what to say. She came here in a sad dream of Caitlin and the 
end of the world, as if her mind resisted preparing for this interview by forgetting 
where she was going, walling off her destination even as she travelled here, until this 
moment in these two chairs where trajectories in time and space meet and can no 
longer be denied. She says the first thing that comes to mind.  
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‘Nell. Why did you kill Tyla?’  
The question drops like a sinker through the quiet sunlit air, rippling the 
silence. 
The expression on Nell’s face shades from surprise to sorrow as quickly as a 
cloud passing over the sun.  
‘Such a lovely little girl.’  
Susan waits. She listens. The sun-warmed scent of cut grass drifts in through 
the screen door. ‘I was going to catch her up.’ 
The crack in the voice, muffled through the pillow. It’s all right. Please. I’ll 
catch you up.  
When you can’t breathe through your nose, you breathe through your mouth. 
When you can’t breathe through your mouth, there’s no other way to breathe.  
You die.  
Nell suddenly sits forward, her face so earnest she looks fierce. Frightening. 
‘Why should she suffer in this ugly world? When she could be in the garden.’ She 
strikes one hand hard on the padded arm of the chair. ‘We owe it to them. If we love 
them, we owe it to them. Your mother understood.’ 
Susan’s on her feet. She’s pressed her alarm – a reflex action – as if that 
could stop the flood of memory she’s suddenly forgotten to keep forgotten. Breaking 
through the wall. 
The first shock, the scent of dust, the smothering softness. Catching a glimpse 
of the fretwork over the door before vision was blacked out – opening her mouth, the 
scream muffled back into her face, into her lungs, fabric between her lips. Fighting 
and twisting like a fish. Managing somehow to turn over, arch her back, pull up her 
knees. Curl in a ball. 
‘I promised my baby I would catch her up. But afterwards, when she looked 
so peaceful, I saw there was no rush. They took me to hospital. And then your 
mother came. She was the first person I could explain it to. Such a lovely woman.’ 
Getting her face underneath, arms wrapped round her head, making a cave 
where – nose between knees – she can suck air through her mouth. But not enough, 
with lungs compressed, chest on thighs, struggling to make her back rigid, shoulders 
up round her ears. All Mum’s weight on her, pushing down. She hasn’t saved herself, 
curling in a ball. Mum can’t turn her over – she’s a hermit crab in her shell – but she 
can’t breathe.  
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She’s going to die anyway. 
But that’s all right because now she’s in the rock pool, warm and sunlit, 
swaying with the meadow grass on the slope of the Secret Valley. Among the silver 
bubbles. 
Dad’s voice at the bedroom door. ‘Patricia? What are you d – ’  
‘And then there was Tyla. Now she’s in the garden too, the dear little thing.’ 
Nell’s hand closes hard round Susan’s wrist. ‘Safe. Forever.’ 
‘Dr Wilcox?’ Lenny and the young nurse at the screen door.  
If she’d pushed back, fought Mum off; if she’d been brave and strong and 
smart, Dad wouldn’t have found them like that; Dad wouldn’t have known anything 
had happened. He wouldn’t have sent her away to school and she’d have been there 
when the darkness got too much for Mum. But she wasn’t there. It’s her fault.  
It’s always been her fault.  
Stumbling out the door, past Lenny Evans and the gaping nurse. Away from 
Nell, away from all of them. 
 
* 
 
my mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my 
mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my 
mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my 
mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my 
mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my 
mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my 
mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my 
mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my 
mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my 
mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my 
mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my 
mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my mother tried to kill me my 
mother tried to kill me  
 
* 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
The sky darkens rapidly as she drives toward the coast. Rain scuds across the 
windscreen, and after a few kilometres begins to pelt down in earnest. Lightning 
patrols the horizon; trees hurl branches at the car from above, from the sides. The 
announcer’s voice crackles on the radio, rising and falling like waves advancing and 
retreating. 
‘It’s being described as the storm of the century,’ babbles a male voice, 
shouting somewhere over wind. ‘Severe Tropical Cyclone Ben has been upgraded to 
Category Five, with wind gusts up to three hundred kilometres per hour in the centre. 
The cyclone is expected to cross the coast late this afternoon between Mugilgil and 
Two Tree Point. Half an hour ago the Premier urged all residents of coastal areas in 
the path of the storm to evacuate.’ 
The Premier sounds like an anxious mother. ‘The Bureau of Meteorology 
informs me the danger to life and property posed by Tropical Cyclone Ben cannot be 
overstated. Please, I am begging residents of coastal towns in the impact zone to 
evacuate. Ellerton, Mugilgil, Stillwater – don’t bother packing, just grab each other 
and go.’ An unbroken stream of cars flows from the east, washing past with 
headlights on and wipers slashing. The radio crackles and breaks up, until she thinks 
to turn it off. 
When the car begins to cough and judder, it takes a while to notice this is 
something different from the blasts of wind and rain. She wonders how long the 
orange fuel light’s been on. It hardly matters. When the engine fails and the car sighs 
to a stop, she’s through the new subdivisions along Ellerton Road, almost to the 
town. If she cuts through the stretch of tall eucalypt forest to her right, she’ll be on 
the beach. 
The rain’s a roar. She opens the car door and a waterfall pours in, drenching 
her and the seat and the floor before she can step out onto the road. There are no 
vehicles coming the other way now; she has a vision of the town emptied out like a 
beaker of water. She ducks her head and splashes across a road like a river, running 
inches deep in mad silver water, into the cover of the trees. At last. 
It’s quieter in the forest. The solid white trunks of ghost gums thrum with 
vibrations, carried down like earthed electricity from the beating limbs and branches 
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high above. She feels the dense timber pressing round her like gathering spirits. Even 
the rain reaches the ground gently here, vertically, mixed with leaves and twigs and 
gumnuts tumbling down, striking the sparse carpet of dessicated leaf-litter on dirty 
grey sand. She walks calmly, now that it’s all over. She breathes crushed gum leaves, 
wet sand and fresh water, and can’t tell the water from the silver air.  
Her body is melting. Her clothes are so soaked that cloth is skin; just a wet 
membrane between the water inside her body and the wet world outside. As the 
membrane becomes irrelevant, dissolves, she feels herself a fluid consciousness 
sliding untouched through water, among tree trunks, beneath low branches, flowing 
to the sea. 
She reaches the edge of the forest and looks across the beach. The island is 
almost invisible: it comes in distant grey glimpses through billowing sheets of water. 
Stepping out of the tree-line she closes her eyes against the blast of wet sand. Now 
she’s blind, deafened by the roar of the wind, holding a hand over her nose and 
mouth to breathe. It’s not so much darker with her eyes closed, now that day is night, 
now all the world is close cloud and driving rain. It’s hard to walk across the wind 
and she feels herself being pushed along the beach, bowling like a spinifex head.  
She can’t hear the sea, and only knows she’s reached it when the sting of 
sand against her legs becomes the heavier punch of waves. Then she slits her eyes 
open to see the island dead ahead, waves washing as high as her knees as she wades 
out along the causeway. It should be low tide and the causeway should be sand but 
it’s water, the storm surge pushing waves in angry peaks from both sides to smash 
together in the middle. Choppy: axe-blows against her shins. She’ll be cut down like 
a blue gum, all her weight and age and silence no defence against such fury. She 
won’t make it to the rock pool.  
I’ll catch you up. 
The seventh wave hits her at hip level and there’s no resisting it even if she 
wanted to, she doesn’t try and is washed off her feet, off the causeway and she’s 
swimming, she’s on her back floating and rippling and safe and she’s only water 
anyway and she’s Astrid and Tyla and Letycia and her mother and everything else.  
 
* 
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A formless sensation of warmth. On the back of her head, her shoulders. Arms, upper 
back. Her legs and lower body are cold. After a while she understands she has a face, 
with eyelids that are closed but could open if she wills them to. She doesn’t will it 
yet.  
She lets the warmth continue to soak in until she can form a picture: she’s 
kneeling in water. 
She opens her eyes. A wall. Green algae above the surface yielding to grey-
blue soft coral below, the water so still in the crooked arm of rock it’s hard to 
distinguish the dividing line. Putting her palms against the rough rock she pushes 
herself more upright. She’s stiff, muscles like tree-limbs, skin raw and rough and 
scratched. But that’s only her body. Her mind is – what? Inside is the same as 
outside. Warm light, clear water. Something dawning. 
From this angle, almost at eye level with the rock, she sees how the causeway 
fans out as it reaches the island, the shallow delta embracing the rock pool like an 
umbilical cord. The causeway seems an extension of Ellerton Road as it winds over 
the volcano’s shoulder in the distance, appearing to end in the sky. All that’s missing 
is the word. 
Near at hand, the pool’s edges form a rough circle like a nest, a cave, a 
womb.  
And she sees herself face down, all those hours and days floating safe in the 
rock pool, drawing warmth and comfort, breathing, growing, in the child pose.  
This, her mother saw and painted. Hope. After all.  
Something’s different about the mainland. The ocean goes too far, the sun 
polishes a sheet of silver that seems to lap the old volcano’s foot. Trees sprout 
improbably from the sea. What might be scaffolding leans askew above Big Creek, 
lines sketched in graphite pencil against a blue wash. No roofs, no buildings. A 
brahminy kite soars overhead, chestnut wings glinting gold in the sun. 
Easy enough to slip out of the pool through the gap in the wall. It seems 
larger now; perhaps the storm tide has shifted some of the boulders. Beyond, her feet 
don’t touch the sea floor: she’s floating in the middle of the ocean all alone. She 
breathes. There’s no constriction: her lungs are as big as a whale’s. 
She begins to swim. 
 
THE END 
